
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    Star-Born Mage 
 
      
 
    Book One of the Godstar Chronicles 
 
      
 
    David Estes 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Copyright 2018 David Estes 
 
      
 
    Kindle Edition, License Notes 
 
    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
    PART I 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    PART II 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    PART III 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    PART IV 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    PART V 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
    Chapter 44 
 
    Chapter 45 
 
    A sneak peek at The Fatemarked Epic, available NOW! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART I 
 
      
 
    SEVEN DAYS UNTIL THE EVENT 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Somewhere, alone in a faraway galaxy, a planet died. Its inhabitants were low-tech ground dwellers. They’d tried to burrow belowground, but their efforts had been no better than those of mice trying to escape the talons of a hawk as it swooped down, hungry for breakfast. The world, which had been labeled Earth many eons ago, hadn’t been crushed by time or some random cataclysmic collision with another celestial body. No, it had been eaten. More like devoured. The devourer, however, wasn’t satisfied. Its ravenous hunger rolled onward, in search of its next prey. Shadowy tendrils of fog stretched out before it, like the first dark clouds of an approaching storm.  
 
    Those who lived within its bounds were not evil or soulless; they did not hate or fearmonger or relish the countless lives they’d taken over the centuries.  
 
    They were survivors. 
 
    The only problem: 
 
    For them to survive, all others would have to die.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    The real Miss Universe 
 
      
 
    “Psychotic bitch.” The insult was spoken in Fradanese under the breath of a Fradarian beauty, but Vee’s long range comm picked it up and translated it into English. Evidently the intended target, a tall, curvy Bronzian who’d been the runner-up in the previous year’s pageant, heard the comment too, because she half-turned back and paused. Vee tensed, her hand instinctively going to her tase-whip in case the altercation turned violent. Miss Bronze, however, merely fired off a quick sneer before continuing onto the stage. 
 
    Beside Vee, Minnow chuckled. “Never dull,” he grunted.  
 
    She relaxed, thankful she had at least one friend in the Godstar galaxy. The Minot was enormous, his grey-tinted legs like tree trunks and his arms bulging with muscle. His calm and gentle demeanor could be mistaken by some as a weakness, but Vee knew him well enough to know he wasn’t one to be trifled with. In fact, just last night he’d used his bone-hard forehead and horns to deal with some pageant stalkers who’d tried to sneak into a VIP event. The morons would live, she suspected, but whether they would walk or talk again was another matter.  
 
    Vee refocused as the Bronzian strutted across the stage, hips swaying amidst raucous applause. Blasts of bronze sparks burst from the floor, partly obscuring her. The woman’s form blurred slightly, and then her long bronze gown morphed into a two-piece swimsuit—also bronze, of course—that sparkled with jade gemstones. “Ooh,” the crowd murmured, always impressed by even the most mundane display of magic.  
 
    What a waste. I’ll show you magic, Vee thought, picturing it in her mind: Drawing the mag-rifle strapped to her chest, tracing the glyph for detonate on the spellscreen and channeling the spell into the bullets, firing them at the walls, which would implode on contact.  
 
    “Breathe, fireball,” Minnow said, placing a heavy hand on her shoulder. “You’re starting to glow.” 
 
    Vee glanced at the burly Minot, who gestured to her arm. She followed his gaze and, sure enough, there was a dull red light emanating from her arm. She took a deep breath. Then another. The glow lessened and then winked out entirely. “Thanks,” she said.  
 
    “Godstars save us from hot-tempered fire mages…” Minnow muttered, but there was no anger in his tone.  
 
    “If the godstars are aware of what is happening on this stage, I suspect they’ll blow themselves up and end us all.” 
 
    “Why do you hate this event so much? We’ve worked it for three years now. It’s just a job.” 
 
    Vee seriously considered the question. After all, Minnow was right. They’d get a hundred thousand Vectors each for only a week’s worth of work. There were worse jobs with less pay and longer hours. Plus, they let her carry a mag-rifle and tase-whip. Life could be worse, couldn’t it? 
 
    She gazed across the magnificent amphitheater, which was molded from liquid tritonium, a small fortune’s worth. The acoustics were perfect, and no expense had been spared on the special effects. The founders of the pageant, the Maxino’s, had more Vectors than most planets. In fact, their family actually owned this particular planet. It was a small one, but still… 
 
    My little star-born mage.  
 
    The words came so swiftly to Vee’s mind that they snatched the breath from her throat. It was something her father had called her as she’d grown up on Archimedes. When she was only three, the magic had manifested itself. She’d been playing with something—a doll, she remembered—and had gotten angry when the toy’s legs and arms wouldn’t move the way she’d wanted them too. Then, suddenly, the doll was on fire, the flames purple rather than red and orange. The doll was soon engulfed, turning to a pile of ash a moment later.  
 
    Only one in a hundred million or so were blessed by the godstars. At first Verity had resisted going to the Mage Academy like everyone expected her to, but it was hard to deny one’s true nature. Especially after her mother had been killed in action near the Outer Reaches in Godstar VI. The Alliance needed recruits and given her talent with fire—specifically how she used it to destroy stuff—she’d been trained to be a warrior mage.  
 
    But then she did that one thing on that one night that ruined the perfect little destiny she’d been headed for… 
 
    And now? Now she was a rent-a mage working security at the annual Miss Universe pageant in case…what? Two of the contestants got in a tussle over whose claws were sharper? Vee rolled her eyes, feeling the familiar weight of regret. On the edge of her vision, she saw the reading from the magical experience meter, or MAG/EXP, implanted in her eye: Class 3. All the effort, the blood, the sweat, and yes, the tears, felt like a waste of time. What good was it becoming a Class 3 mage when there was no hope of further advancement? Another year in the Academy would’ve gotten her to Class 4—a full-blown warrior mage. It was something she’d wanted ever since her mother’s untimely death—a chance to fight in the war, to avenge her, to defend those who couldn’t defend themselves. Four years out of the Academy and—she glanced at her magical experience meter—she only had 36,000 Class 3 MAG/EXP points, barely 10% of the required amount to advance. Despite being booted from the Academy, she was damn certain the space fleet wouldn’t refuse a Class 4 mage volunteering to fight. Sure, she’d attempted Class 4 spells before, in secret, but if she ever cast one in public, where there were witnesses… 
 
    The law was written in no uncertain terms: Casting a spell above one’s rank is strictly forbidden…the offending mage shall be stripped of rank and shall be banned from the use of magic for infinity or the destruction of the universe, whichever comes first.  
 
    Okay, maybe she’d made up the last part on her own, but still… 
 
    I screwed up. 
 
    No, she thought. This wasn’t my fault. It was his. Just as quickly, she chided herself for her foolishness. Blaming another, even a bastard like her ex, was a fool’s game. And she refused to play the fool in her own life.  
 
    “Hey,” she said, turning toward Minnow. “Wanna grab a firebrew after this farce is over?” 
 
    “Only if you twist my arm,” he said.  
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Vee’s comm crackled as the head of their security unit said, “Vee, stay on point. Min, enough chatter.” Their boss, Jin, was a decent enough woman, a serious, no-nonsense sort. Vee had worked for her for almost four long years now.  
 
    The Bronzian had finished her catwalk, and now it was the nasty Fradarian’s turn. Typical for her race, her skin was as white as snow, almost translucent, showing faint pink veins beneath. She tossed her silky pink hair over her shoulder and climbed the steps with such grace she might’ve been royalty. She wore a one-piece suit speckled with diamond-dust. The getup alone would’ve cost a fortune, which meant her sponsor was extraordinarily wealthy.  
 
    The crowd ate it up, their applause and cheers rising to a crescendo until— 
 
    Silence, abrupt and complete, like the very air had been sucked from the room.  
 
    All eyes watched as the Fradarian stopped dead in her tracks, a black dart protruding from her chest, already surrounded by a growing ring of pink blood that soaked through her priceless suit.  
 
    And then she fell and the air seemed to reenter the amphitheater in a rush and the silence was shattered by screams and shouts.  
 
    Beside Vee, Minnow said, “What the everliving Hole?” 
 
    More darts filled the air and Vee reacted even before Jin shouted, “Code black! Code black!” It was a command all of them had learned on their first day on the job, but which none of them had heard since.  
 
    Vee sprinted down the narrow walkway between seats, shoving guests aside even as they tried to flee for the exits. One of them, a tanned Bronzian, fell, a black dart embedded in his neck. Vee stopped when she reached the stage, unstrapping her mag-rifle—a Simpson x9 with an oversized spellscreen—from around her neck. She searched for the other contestants, who were foolishly huddled together in one corner, along with the MC for the event. Vee raced for the women, taking the steps three at a time, shouting for them to, “Spread out!” even as the high-pitched whine of another dart whistled past.  
 
    Vee didn’t think, her instincts and training kicking in as she traced the glyph for track, a simple Class 1 spell, on the spellscreen located on her mag-rifle’s stock and fired a single bullet.  
 
    Shot from a normal mechanical gun, the bullet would’ve missed by an arm’s length, but the spell had been well cast, flowing through the stock and into the processing chamber where it had infused the bullet. The bewitched ammunition changed direction in midair, tracking the dart, knocking it off target the moment before it would’ve entered the mouth of one of the screaming contestants. Vee was dimly aware of her MAG/EXP meter cycling through the additional points she’d gained, though that was the last thing on her mind.  
 
    “Spread out!” she shouted again at the frozen women, and finally her words got through to them as they scattered like a flock of perfectly formed birds.  
 
    Vee cast her eyes upwards, the barrel of her weapon tracing an invisible line across the glass-domed roof, searching for the source of the black darts. The sky was dark but scattered with lights of various colors. Golden stars from other systems and galaxies glittered, while at least two moons and three planets could be seen, glowing red and blue and green. Archimedes, with its three interconnecting rings, appeared to be only a stone’s throw away, though it was really around a hundred million kilometers given its current orbital position. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” she muttered as Minnow skidded to a stop beside her, his massive rocket launcher hefted onto his shoulder.  
 
    “Where are they?” he asked.  
 
    “Anyone got eyes?” Jin’s voice said in Vee’s ears. A chorus of nos followed.  
 
    Vee frowned, still looking up at the glass dome. Outside, it was dark, the cloudless sky a sea of stars and planets.  
 
    Some of them were moving.  
 
    “Incoming!” Vee shouted, her warning lost amongst the cacophony caused by the shattering of the thick firmament of glass, a maelstrom of splinters, shards and fist-sized chunks raining down upon them. Incinerate, Vee cast, squeezing the trigger and holding, spraying the air with counterfire. Infused with Class 3 magic, each bullet that contacted the falling pieces of glass disintegrated them before they could cause any harm. Still, thousands of shards made it through and Verity was forced to hunker down with Minnow as they shielded their faces and heads with their armored arms. She was tired from conjuring the spell but using her weapon to process the magic had helped. 
 
    Vee felt the warmth of blood on her face as her skin was pierced in several places before the waterfall of glass shrapnel was over. She rose slowly, her weapon on a swivel as she took in the air above her.  
 
    Code black.  
 
    The winged warriors descended upon those who sought to escape, firing black darts from small weapons gripped in clawed fists. Jackals, Vee thought, remembering the training she’d received at the Academy what felt like an eternity ago. Though the dark-scaled reptilian race’s home planet, Jarnum, was within the Godstar System, it was well on the fringe, beyond the Outer Reaches, a cold, desolate place that had long maintained a policy of isolation. Attacks from the Jackals were regular, but minor, and usually the Godstar Alliance, with its various Academy-trained mages, were more than sufficient to hold the terrorists at bay.  
 
    Verity processed all this information in an instant, watching as another dart thunked into the back of a fleeing pageant spectator. The man collapsed like a sack of moon rocks.  
 
    The same Jackal turned directly toward her, already aiming its weapon in her direction.  
 
    Whoosh! The rocket exploded from Minnow’s launcher, leaving a fiery trail in its wake. The missile punched into the Jackal’s gut, driving him back across the amphitheater. His wings crumpled as he slammed into the wall a moment before there was a mighty 
 
    WHUMP! 
 
    and the air itself seemed to ignite, a wave of superheated wind blasting overhead.  
 
    Vee dropped onto her stomach as the energy washed over her, watching as two other Jackals’ bones were illuminated when the fire tore its way through them.  
 
    What was left of the creatures—bits and pieces of scales and bones—sprinkled over her along with a fine mist of ash. It was followed by debris from the explosion, and, once more, Vee was forced to protect her head and face with her arms. 
 
    “Whoa,” she heard Minnow grunt. “Kitchen’s open at the Jackal Grill.” 
 
    When Vee looked up, most of the pageant spectators who hadn’t managed to escape through the exits were lying prone on their stomachs in the aisles. They were smudged with ash and blood, many of their cheeks stained with tears.  
 
    And it wasn’t over yet.  
 
    Another half-dozen Jackals still roamed the air above them, having somehow managed to dodge the fire and shrapnel from the explosion. One of them rocketed down toward the stage, firing off four darts in short succession.  
 
    Verity kicked to her feet in one motion, once more lifting her mag-rifle, which she continued to hold in a tight grip. The next glyph she traced was one she hadn’t practiced much as it was an advanced Class 3 spell. The image was far from perfect…but it was also the only chance to stop all four darts. “Spray,” she said as she fired.  
 
    Each bullet that burst from the gun’s barrel shattered into hundreds of tiny metal pieces, filling the air with an insectile whine. Three of the darts were ripped to shreds by the metallic spray, but the fourth trailed a beat behind, avoiding the worst of it.  
 
    Vee squeezed the trigger, sending another bullet zipping away but it didn’t explode into fragments the way the others had. Still, by a stroke of luck it hit the Jackal in the forehead and his wings failed him as he fell to the stage with a heavy thump.  
 
    The final dart plunged not into Vee, but into Minnow, piercing his meaty shoulder via a small crack in his body armor that had likely been a result of the explosion. No, Vee thought, crawling to her friend and ripping the dart from his flesh, tossing it aside.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Minnow said with a tight smile. His eyes rolled back in their sockets and he collapsed.  
 
    Verity barely managed to cradle his head before it slammed against the stage.  
 
    She stared at him for a moment, trying not to think about everything she knew about the black-tipped weapons favored by the Jackals. A scream tore her from her reverie, and she was forced back to the reality of the present situation. Five Jackals continued to roam the air, three of which were locked in a shooting match with the other security guards on Jin’s crew.  
 
    They were losing, badly. One of the guards fell when a dart bit into her cheek. Another was picked up by one of the Jackals as it swooped past. The man, Bernard, screamed as he was carried high up and then dropped.  
 
    Vee reacted, forgetting momentarily that her mag-rifle had failed her, tracing the simple Class 1 glyph for catch and firing… This time, however, there was no burst of energy, no glow from her spellscreen as the symbol came to life, her spell processed by the weapon. Only a  
 
    Click. 
 
    A sharp breath rushed out of her as her comrade smacked against a row of seats, tumbling awkwardly between them. If he was lucky, he’d only broken his arms and legs, though Verity could see he wasn’t moving.  
 
    Vee was out of ammo, she knew, but the bigger problem was her. Her magical reserves had been depleted, something she hadn’t experienced in a long time. Her adrenaline drained as exhaustion took her, the effect much like how it might feel if her bones turned to rubber. As a Class 4 mage she would’ve had at least a few more spells in her, but she was far from magical advancement, her head swimming. She curled up in a ball and tried to get her breath as she began to quiver, her blood turning to ice.  
 
    I’m a fool, she thought, scrabbling at her hip pouch with one shaking hand. How could I forget? In the midst of battle, she hadn’t listened to her body and the magical energy coursing through her. She hadn’t noticed as her strength ebbed bit by bit with each spell she cast through her mag-rifle. Until it was gone, leaving her a dried-up husk.  
 
    People were screaming as they were struck by more Jackal darts. Some of the sounds came from nearby, and Vee knew the pageant contestants—those Jin’s crew had been hired to protect—would be cut down like winter chaff under an unforgiving, icy wind.  
 
    Her fingers found the catch on her pouch, but thrice she failed to swipe her fingerprint across the reader, her own security system thwarting her.  
 
    Dammit! she tried to scream but all that emerged from her throat was a gasp of frustration. And then ziiip! the pouch opened, spilling its contents between her clumsy fingers. She felt along the stage until her hand closed around a single vial. Drinking the liquid—a substance known as aura—would eventually restore her reserves, but it would take time—time she didn’t have.  
 
    Instead she brought the vial before her eyes and depressed the plunger on the end, filling the built-in needle with enough concentrated serum to get her back on her feet in less than a second. She ripped off the armor below the elbow on her opposite arm and was about to jam the needle directly into her skin when movement flashed on the corner of her vision.  
 
    A Jackal—a female based on the sinuous curves of her scaled body—aimed her weapon, and said, “Die,” before firing.  
 
    Weak and heavy, Vee tried to roll away, her movement like a slug mired in a bog. The dart bit into the base of her jaw, sending a bolt of agony through her. For most beings, the black liquid—pure aura—painted on the tip would shoot through her bloodstream, overcoming her central nervous system, its powerful energy too much for her heart to handle, scrambling her brainwaves, shutting down her inner systems one at a time.  
 
    But she was one in a million. No, one in a hundred million. A human, yes, but a mage, her body genetically predisposed to processing magical energy, even in its purest form. She jolted upright, her vision clarifying, the world seeming to move in tiny increments of time that she could inspect from all angles, seeking the best solution to a problem that was no longer complex, but child’s play, as easy as stealing stardust candy from an infant.  
 
    Her belt contained several additional clips for her mag-rifle, but her instincts told her she didn’t need them, which should’ve been madness. Not madness, she thought. Truth. She ignored her discarded weapon and traced the glyphs in the air before her, drawing from her base of fire, the path of her fingertip lighting up as it carved a series of graceful curves and ramrod straight lines to connect them. Fire. Burn. Torch. Ignite. Detonate. Destroy. Destroy. Destroy. Each spell was Class 1 but taken together they held the power of a much greater Class of spell. 
 
    Purple flames burst from her fingertips and she strafed them across the air. The first Jackal was hit in the back, his body slumping as he was cored by the fire. Vee didn’t see him fall because she was already targeting the next foe. This one tried to dodge her attack, but her flames brushed the edge of his wing, which caught fire. Soon his entire body was engulfed, an unnatural scream gurgling from the back of his throat as he died.  
 
    The last two Jackals had Jin and the remaining guard pinned down behind a large chunk of tritonium wall that had broken off during the previous explosion. The security guards were doing their best to avoid the maelstrom of darts being shot at them, but the Jackals were nimble, methodically herding them toward an area to the left where they would be exposed.  
 
    Not on my watch, Vee thought, widening the path of her flames until it was a raging river of purple fire. The Jackals felt the heat and turned toward her, their long, narrow mouths opening wide in shock to reveal several rows of pin-like teeth.  
 
    And then they were gone, incinerated by a burst of flame.  
 
    Verity’s fingers stopped shooting fire. Her breaths came too quickly, her heart racing. She had the urge to run across the stage, to do pushups, to grab as many of the darts that littered the stage and surrounding area and stab them into her own skin.  
 
    Instead, she screamed, fire pouring from her mouth as she released all that remained of the pure energy coursing through her.  
 
    Depleted, she dropped to her knees and then to her chest, her face pressing against the stage, which was now coated with a thin layer of ash, almost like black snow, but warm instead of cold.  
 
    Everything went fuzzy, and she could barely make out the numbers on her MAG/EXP meter as they cycled up and up and up… 
 
    The last thing Vee saw was Minnow’s motionless body lying nearby, his power and strength taken from him by the Jackal’s dart.  
 
    The world darkened to gray, then the absolute void of black.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    An old enemy 
 
      
 
    The drone of machines and tireless beep beep beep of the life monitor drew Verity from a dreamless sleep.  
 
    Her eyes flashed open and she tried to rise to her feet, but thick straps held her down. She strained against them, her muscles bulging, heat flooding her cheeks and forehead. The beeping sped up, keeping time with her racing heart.  
 
    “Shhh,” a calm voice said, and a kindly face appeared. The man was bald and wore magni-specs, making his milky white eyes appear enormous, giant bulbs on each side of his face. He was a Threshan, based on the color of his orange wrinkled skin. The Threshans were natives to the Godstar system, a peaceful race who’d long been members of the Godstar Alliance. They were also known to be scientists and scholars. They studied everything from medicine to botany. It was their responsibility to maintain the Galactopedia, an extensive repository of knowledge available for free on the galactosphere.  
 
    “Where am I?” Vee asked, her heart still racing. “What happened?” Something was buzzing in her skull and she had the urge to snap the leather straps and run laps around the room. What is wrong with me? 
 
    “You were struck by one of the Jackal’s darts,” the man said, placing a gentle hand on her forehead and slowly easing her head back against the soft pillow.  
 
    Oh. In an instant, the memories rushed back, like a living nightmare. From her time in the Academy, Vee knew that Jackals didn’t have the ability to use magic themselves, and yet their planet, Jarnum, was known for its plentiful reserves of aura in its purest form, an inky liquid substance that was a deadly poison to those without the ability to process it. In other words: 99.9999999% of humans and the other races that made up the Alliance. 
 
    Including the Minots. Oh godstars. “Where is Minnow? Is he…” 
 
    “Your friend is alive,” the Threshan said quickly. “Barely. He is stronger than most, and we managed to reach him in the nick of time. He required a full blood transfusion. He’s not out of the asteroid field yet, but the worst is past him.” 
 
    Vee could hug this stranger whose name she didn’t even know. “Thank you, Doctor…” 
 
    “In your language…Bob.” 
 
    “Doctor Bob?” 
 
    The man’s lips curled into a wrinkled smile beneath his magnified eyes. “It’s easier for humans to say than Doctor Grklrrfinelmrrkeeyut.” The name—if it could really be called a name—came out in a series of grunts and high-pitched yips.  
 
    “I see your point.” The constant beeping in Vee’s ear was distracting. She nodded toward the machine, which had a bright display with a series of spiked lines representing her rapid heartbeat. “Can you turn that thing down?” 
 
    The doctor nodded and tapped the screen until the sound faded into a dull blip in the background. “Better?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you. Now about these restraints…” 
 
    “For your own safety, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why am I so…wired? I dispelled what was left of the pure energy.” 
 
    “So I heard,” the doctor said, his voice taking on a hint of awe. He paused, seeming uncertain about his next question. “Have you ever been…mag-high?” 
 
    “What? No! Of course not. I’m not some fool mag-head. Plus, I’m a mage. I’d have to go on one Hole of a bender to even get tipsy. I mean, maybe once me and Minnow had a few too many, but…” She trailed off. “Is that what this is? A mag-high?” She’d seen plenty of aura addicts—or mag-heads as they were known—before. It wasn’t like aura potions were hard to get. They weren’t cheap, but if one had the Vectors to spend, a few watered-down potions generally weren’t harmful.  
 
    Dr. Bob nodded once more. “Your body was going into shock, so we injected you with more aura.” 
 
    “You did what? Without my permission?” Hot anger rose up inside Vee and she felt the magic coursing through her, as if trying to find a way out. Her finger twitched as she tried to trace a glyph.  
 
    “Won’t work,” the doctor said calmly. “This room is constructed of pure magium. It’ll suck the spells right out of the air before they can form.” 
 
    Vee gritted her teeth. “I don’t believe you. That would cost a small fortune.” Again, she attempted a glyph, forming a pathetic-looking Break, which flared bright purple before vanishing. She tested the leather straps, grunting when they remained intact.  
 
    “You are still on Maxion. The family spares no expense. This is one of several magium rooms available at this facility. I might not agree with their politics, but the pay is good. Lucky for you I was here. I’ve handled my share of aura addicts over the years.” 
 
    Vee flinched at the label. “I’m not an addict,” she growled, slumping back once more.  
 
    “Not intentionally. But your symptoms are the same. While you slept, you were going through withdrawal. That’s why I injected you with more aura. It will take several more doses to bring you all the way down, and you’ll never be able to live without the stuff, but—” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    The man frowned. “There’s no cure for what you’ve experienced. From this point on, you will crave aura every day for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I told you—I’m a mage. I have to use aura to do my job.” 
 
    “And you can. But you must control your usage. If you cross the line again…” 
 
    “I didn’t cross the line. I was shot.” 
 
    “I know, but that doesn’t change the result. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Vee sighed. This day was going from bad to worse. At least Minnow was alive. “When can I get out of here?” 
 
    “Another day, maybe two.” 
 
    The door to the magium room burst open amidst protests from someone on the outside. Two humans entered, flanking the doctor. “She’s going with us—now,” one of them said. The woman’s face was a series of severe features: high, bony cheekbones; a pointy nose; a mouth that naturally seemed to curl into a sneer. She wore galactic body armor, which hugged her dangerous curves like a hovertube on some mountainous planet. Her left breast bore the symbol of the Alliance, seven godstars of varying colors orbiting a fancy letter A. Just beneath that was the mark of a warrior mage, twin mag-rifles crossed, their barrels glowing bright red. At either hip was a holstered mag-pistol, her hands hovering just over the grips.  
 
    “You,” Vee spat, unable to hide her loathing for this woman. 
 
    “Me,” the woman said, her tone full of condescension.  
 
    “Get out,” Vee said, though she knew it was an empty threat, considering she was bound to the bed. Still, her fingers twitched, longing to cast a dozen different deadly spells in the woman’s direction.  
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” 
 
    The tension was palpable, and the man beside her, another Alliance soldier, looked uncomfortable. “We’ve been ordered to bring this woman in for questioning,” he said to the doctor.  
 
    “She’s in no condition to travel, so unless you have an official order—” 
 
    The woman drew a small paper-thin screen from the top of her chest plate and flung it at the doctor’s face. “Stand aside or I’ll turn you into a moongoblin.” 
 
    Doctor Bob stood firm, catching the paper screen and changing the magnification on his oversized spectacles so he could read the directive, which Vee could already tell contained the official stamp of the Alliance. Still, she loved the kindly Threshan physician for being on her side.  
 
    Not that it would help. 
 
    The woman—whose name was Miranda Petros—stepped forward and physically removed the doctor from her path, shoving him hard into a bank of monitors. His magni-specs were knocked askew and his mouth flew open. He lost his balance—Threshans were never known for their coordination—and slumped to his backside, grunting slightly.  
 
    When he tried to scramble to his feet, Miranda pressed an armored boot against his chest and drew one of her mag-pistols. “Move and die.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Vee said, feeling awful she’d unwittingly put the doctor in such a precarious position. “I can handle her.” 
 
    Miranda turned back to face Vee, a crooked grin curling the edge of her lip. “Is that right? You mean like you handled me back at the Academy?” 
 
    Like it had on that fateful day over four years distant, aura-fueled energy flared up inside Vee as she strained against the leather straps. This time, one of them snapped, cracking like a whip as it sprung away. The door was still ajar, breaking the plane of magium just enough to allow her magic to take effect before the metal sucked its energy away. “Arrr,” she said, trying to drag an arm free. “I’m going to—” 
 
    Her threat was cut short when the other soldier stepped forward and jammed a needle into her throat.  
 
    Once more, blackness took her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    You’re no prisoner 
 
      
 
    “Gorrlkshmmllkk,” Vee said, trying to pry her eyelids open. Her entire body felt sore, like she’d been punched by a thousand fists. She longed to lie down, but she’d been propped up in a sitting position on some sort of hard, unforgiving seat.  
 
    “Is she speaking Threshan?” a voice said.  
 
    “More like nonsense. The effects of the sleep draught will wear off in a few minutes.” 
 
    Sleep draught. Mother of star travelers. “I’m going to kill you grllmrrnalkmikers.” 
 
    A laugh that made her blood turn to ice. “She can even curse in Threshan. An interesting side-effect.” 
 
    Her eyes shot open, stinging as bright light assaulted them. She slammed them shut just as fast, grunting. “Get that outta my face, you psychotic bit—” 
 
    “Enough. We don’t have time for pointless threats and old vendettas. You don’t like me. I don’t like you. Let’s leave it at that. We have more important matters to attend to.” 
 
    Slowly, Vee cracked her eyes open. The light had moved away, shining off to the side and casting a dull halo across the inside of what appeared to be a military transport vessel. Rows of seats lined the edges on either side, enough to carry several hundred soldiers. There was only one window. This was no sightseeing tour, but a military endeavor of some kind. Vee remembered training in something similar, preparing for a life of traveling between worlds and keeping the peace.  
 
    A life that was stamped out because of this very woman. She managed to swallow the fire burning inside her. “What matters?” 
 
    “An offer.” 
 
    Those two words were the last she expected to come from Miranda’s mouth, but she managed to hide her surprise. “No.” 
 
    “You haven’t even heard it yet.” The warrior mage frowned, her brow furrowing.  
 
    Vee was about to fire off another retort when a pang of…something…shot through her. It doubled her over and she would’ve toppled from her perch if an invisible hand hadn’t been there to steady her. The feeling was a hollow one, like someone had taken a mag-blade and carved up her insides, removing them entirely. All she wanted—all she needed—was to fill the void. She gritted her teeth and looked at who had steadied her—Miranda—not with her hands, but with a burst of magic from the perfectly drawn glyph that now glowed before her. Wind. Miranda’s magical base was Air, and even this simple Class 1 spell seemed full of power and control as the wind buffeted her side, holding her upright. “Get your filthy magic off me.” 
 
    Miranda’s eyes narrowed, considering. “As you wish.” The glyph vanished, the powerful wind dying with it, and Vee screamed as she struggled to pull herself back into sitting position. “You always were strong. Pity you couldn’t control that temper of yours.” 
 
    “I. Want. To. Leave. Now.” 
 
    “And you can,” Miranda said, once more surprising Vee. “You’re no prisoner.” 
 
    Vee stared at the woman, trying to discern whether it was a bluff, but the air mage gave nothing away. The other two soldiers remained tight-lipped, watching the exchange with a mixture of discomfort and interest on their faces. Vee grabbed the armrests of the uncomfortable seat—a jumpseat, she thought—and shoved to her feet. Her legs wobbled slightly, but she managed not to fall.  
 
    She glanced left, seeing a dozen or so other red-clad Alliance soldiers, all asleep, strapped into seats similar to hers. Most of the seats were empty, a waste of space. A portal door stood at the end of the space, a round window displaying an ocean of stars and one distant planet. Maxion. “You’re no prisoner,” she muttered under her breath. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “I meant what I said,” Miranda said. “You can get off at the next stop and we won’t bother you again.” 
 
    “Good. Leave me alone.” She stumbled as another swell of hollowness rose inside her, sapping her strength. “Godstars,” she breathed, slumping back into the jumpseat.  
 
    “It’s the withdrawal,” Miranda said. “I heard about what you did at the Miss Universe pageant. How you saved all but one of the contestants. Many of the spectators too. Your bravery was caught by the security cameras. Someone leaked it on the galactosphere. The vid has already gone galactic.” 
 
    “I couldn’t save them all,” Vee said, remembering the bodies, many of them twisting and convulsing as the pure aura—basically poison to normal humans—shot through their bloodstream. If not for her genetic disposition to processing magical energy, she’d be dead too. 
 
    Miranda’s voice softened. “What you did was heroic. And illegal, technically. That spell you cast…the Jackals’ attack made the magical sensors go haywire…but the video leaves no doubt that it was a Class 5 spell.” 
 
    “What? No, there must be some mistake. Each spell was only Class 1. I’m only Class 3.” She shook her head, fear chasing away her denial. She knew all too well that casting spells of a lesser Class in short succession to create an effect equivalent to a greater spell was the same thing as casting a single, greater spell. She’d broken the law, but what choice had she had? “What’s going to happen to me?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Vee cocked her head to the side. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Like I said, the sensors were out. There’s no proof of the Class of spell you cast. Plus, there were extenuating circumstances. Any magical tribunal would take that into account, especially given the intragalactic visibility of the pageant.” 
 
    Of course, Vee thought. This wasn’t about her. This was about public appearance. The Alliance couldn’t be seen as evil. And meting out a harsh sentence on someone who had saved a bunch of lives during a very public terrorist attack would only paint them one way. For the first time since the attack, the MAG/EXP meter she’d once been so obsessed with caught her attention. Holy holy holy… 76,999. In one fell swoop, she’d doubled her magical experience points. I’m a quarter of the way to Class 4, she thought, gaining confidence.  
 
    Vee looked up at the woman who’d ruined her life. “Killing you back at the Academy would’ve been heroic.” Miranda’s expression didn’t change. “What I did at the pageant was self-defense.” 
 
    Now, Miranda laughed in that haughty way of hers, all the previous softness hardening into an expression forged of steel. “Godstars, you haven’t changed, have you?” 
 
    “Not when it comes to you.” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll do it your way—always the hard way, right? You need aura. No one—not even the stubborn fire mage Verity Toya—can go cold turkey. You need aura,” she repeated, emphasizing the word that had been echoing in Vee’s mind for the last several minutes: Need. “And I can give it to you.” 
 
    “I don’t want—” 
 
    “Cut the bullshit!” Miranda snapped. “I’ll give you plenty of aura and you give me what I need.” 
 
    Vee hesitated, sensing the desperation in this woman’s voice. Miranda was obviously feeling the stress of her own situation, and Vee couldn’t help but to be curious as to what would make a hard-edged warrior mage so on edge. “What do you want?” 
 
    Miranda took a deep breath, once more cloaking her expression in icy calm. “Dacre Avvalon. I need you to find him for me. I mean, for the Alliance.” 
 
    Vee uttered a curse in Threshan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Gimme all your aura 
 
      
 
    Dacre Avvalon knew he was a damn fool for a lot of reasons, but what he was doing—what he was finally doing—was smart.  
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    He sighed, running a hand across his stubbly chin before dropping his faceplate and activating the command for mask. Shadows fell across the glass but didn’t impede his vision. Anyone trying to look in, however, would see only darkness. 
 
    He strode through the doors of the Magical Reserve Bank of Archimedes, which opened automatically for him. He knew he wouldn’t get far. The security, a retinue of half a dozen low-Class mages, was watching him carefully, close-knit frowns appearing on their faces. But that didn’t really matter. This wasn’t a social call.  
 
    He drew his unauthorized mag-rifle and shouted something he’d always wanted to say, “Gimme all your aura!” and then hastily sketched a glyph on his weapon’s spellscreen. Frozen. When he squeezed the trigger a burst of blue/white light shot from the barrel, freezing everything in its path. That included the spells that the security guards had also fired, at least three of which were solid Class 2 conjurations. Luckily, frozen was a Class 4 spell, though Dacre was technically not authorized to use such advanced magic. When he’d been kicked out of the Mage Academy, he was on the verge of graduating from Class 3. But what self-respecting mage initiate didn’t try out advanced spells in their free time?  
 
    The spell was perfect, and it stopped the guards in their tracks before they knew what was happening. Any opportunity to cast additional counterspells to block the ice was lost when they froze, their expressions twisted as they struggled to break free. Even their spells were frozen, the glyphs beautiful and icy, hanging in the air. 
 
    Dacre barely felt the effects of the spell, his well-trained body processing a portion of the aura from his base of ice while his weapon took care of the rest. 
 
    Dacre hefted the mag-rifle onto his shoulder. Overall, he found the weapon to be unwieldy, but effective enough for the present situation. Had he used his mag-blade, he’d be identified immediately as a mage knight. Then again, technically one had to graduate from the Academy to be knighted. Then again, technically he was never eligible to enter the Academy in the first place. 
 
    Then again, the world operates on technicalities all the time, he thought.  
 
    Dacre strode forward, passing through the mage detector and ignoring the flashing lights and incessant beeping as the mechanism identified him as “possessing a high level of aura.” No kidding, he thought. Thanks for the info. The magical capabilities meter implanted on his retina read CLASS 5+, and the MAG/EXP count noted 1,500,000+. Back in the Academy he’d had to use magic to suppress the reading, always pretending to be nothing more than an advanced student. 
 
    If they only knew…  
 
    He refocused on the here and now. Past the security zone, men and women of various races were in motion, some ducking behind their desks where they were surely pressing big red buttons that would relay the message—PANIC—to a dozen enforcer units within a distance with a reasonable response time. Dacre wasn’t worried about reinforcements, however, as he’d already mapped out and timed the fastest routes and knew this would all be over well before any help could arrive. Seven minutes, he thought, setting the clock in his helmet, which began to tick down second by second in bright red numbers on the edge of his vision. 
 
    Calmly, as cold as ice—heh heh heh, he laughed internally at his own stupid joke—he walked up to one of the main desks, labeled “Aura Transactions- Six millileter max.” The current rate was also listed: 10,000 vectors (s) per millileter. I’ll take the five-finger discount, thanks, Dacre thought.  
 
    Behind the desk, there was a woman wearing a silver-lined blue dress suit, jamming her hand repeatedly on, get this, a big red button. As if pressing it more than once would make help arrive faster. Fear and panic did funny things to even the smartest of people’s minds, Dacre knew. “Did I stutter?” he said to the woman, who looked ready to pee herself as she stared up at him with enormous eyes the color of a Threshan sunrise—the brightest of yellows. She was human and didn’t appear to have any Gremolin blood in her, so the eye color had to be artificial. 
 
    “I don’t have access to more than the maximum per transaction,” the woman lied. It was what she was trained to say, the words coming out so smoothly they might’ve been believed by someone who hadn’t already been ready for them.  
 
    “Wrong answer,” Dacre said, feeling slightly bad for what he was about to do. Ice, he drew on his weapon, a weaker version of the frozen spell he’d cast earlier. A Class 1 spell, child’s play, literally. He’d practiced the spell as a kid growing up in this very godstar system on the neighboring planet of Bellonia.  
 
    “Please, I swear I don’t—” The rest of the woman’s lie was literally frozen on her tongue as the ice encased her, her hand a breath away from punching that damn button again. Someone screamed, and Dacre turned toward the sound. A man was on his feet, staring in horror at the frozen woman. Six minutes. 
 
    “A friend of yours?” Dacre asked nonchalantly.  
 
    “My fiancé,” the man said, sounding breathless, his hands shaking. He was a silver-haired Dynastian with skin as pale as distant starlight. 
 
    “Oh, sorry about that.” Perfect. “Shall I break her into a million pieces?” It didn’t really work that way, but this man likely didn’t know that. Most non-magical users, even those who sold aura, didn’t really understand how the stuff worked.  
 
    “No, please.” The man dropped to his knees, his hands clutched together as if praying to the local godstar. Dacre felt really bad now. Stop, he chided himself. Think of the bigger picture.  
 
    “I won’t hurt her if you give me what I want. All your aura.” 
 
    The man stared at him, aghast. “How? That would weigh a metric—” 
 
    “Ton? No problem. I brought my own star-rig. Fill ’er up.” 
 
    “Where?” The man craned his neck to look around Dacre, as if he might find a massive rig parked in the bank’s atrium.  
 
    Dacre pointed the barrel of his mag-rifle at the ceiling. “Roof. The same place you take delivery of the stuff. I just need you to input the right codes to unblock your security system. We’ll do the pumping. Self-service works for us.” 
 
    “I’ll need—” 
 
    “Two other authorized employees’ fingerprints and retinal signatures,” Dacre said, reading off his internal screen, where he’d brought up the employee manual he’d hacked from the galactosphere. “You and you.” He pointed to two other workers, each of whom were trying to inch away from him. One was of indeterminate racial background, though her grayish skin implied Minot somewhere in her family tree. The other was clearly a Jhinn, a small narrow-eyed creature with red-freckled green skin. “Join your friend at his terminal. Or his fiancé becomes ice chips. If you comply, she’ll only wake up with a bad ice cream headache and a nasty case of the chills.” 
 
    They crawled over hesitantly, wasting more time than Dacre liked. Five minutes. 
 
    “If you stall again, I will break her,” Dacre said, pointing his mag-rifle at the frozen woman.  
 
    “We won’t,” the fiancé said, taking control of his machine and beginning to tap commands directly onto the surface of the desk, which glowed to life.  
 
    “Forgive me if I don’t believe you. Angle your screen toward me.” 
 
    The man obeyed, and Dacre watched as one screen cycled to the next, bringing up what appeared to be a security authorization override for a large transaction. The Dynastian practically dragged each of his fellow workers over to the pad to swipe their fingers and scan their eyes. “I’ll need to figure out a way to trick the machine into thinking the magic has been paid for,” the man muttered, frowning. He wasn’t lying, Dacre knew. The Alliance would rather have an entire facility of its employees slaughtered rather than have its reserves of aura stolen.  
 
    “Good thing I brought my -card,” Dacre said, tapping his gloved fingers together in a rhythm known only to him to call up a holographic three-dimensional image of a card with a nineteen-digit number. “There’s enough there, I promise you.” The thought of all those Vectors made Dacre almost giddy. His benefactors had recently become wealthier than anyone else in the galaxy.  
 
    The man, now fully focused on the task at hand, didn’t pause, narrowing his eyes as he entered the numbers into the system, snatching a wireless scanner from the desk and holding it out for Dacre to swipe his fingerprint across. Then he lifted it to Dacre’s face, reading both eyes.  
 
    “Transaction authorized,” a woman’s voice droned. She had a Faslandian accent, and, he had to admit, sounded rather sexy. “Thank you for your business, Mr. Klaus.”  
 
    “My pleasure,” he said, snapping his -card back into his palm. Four minutes. “Have a nice day.”  
 
    “Wait,” the Dynastian man said. “What about her?” He gestured toward his still-frozen fiancé.  
 
    “Give her time. She’ll melt. If you’re impatient, use a hairdryer.” He flashed a grin, turned tail, and ran, firing several parting spells over his head for good measure. Icicles formed on the ceiling, beginning to crack and fall like blades to the floor, preventing anyone from giving chase.  
 
    Somewhere in the distance, sirens wailed, the first of the responders—likely hoverriders—making their way toward the Reserve. 
 
    On the roof, his benefactor’s rig was pumping inordinate amounts of aura into its massive tank. A minute later, it would be gone.  
 
    Dacre pressed a button on his suit and it collapsed into itself, helmet and all, leaving him wearing the jumpsuit of a lowly service mechanic with a name badge on the left breast that read Marco. He stuffed the ball of plasticloth and his mag-rifle into a waste receptacle. He snatched a sandwich from his pocket and stuffed it in his mouth, chewing loudly.  
 
    I’m just another peon on my lunch break, he thought, turning a corner and walking away, making for the rendezvous point.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Trillions 
 
      
 
    Vee felt cold, so cold. One of the soldiers had draped a blanket over her, not saying a word. It hadn’t helped. The cold wasn’t exterior, after all, but coming from inside her, a chill that spoke of need. Vee wondered if an x-ray would show a body empty of organs and bones, a hollow shell of the woman she’d once been. 
 
    I’ve always been a hollow shell, she thought. Ever since that day. 
 
    She could still remember the way her hand had shaken as she’d accepted the discharge screen from the Academy Master. Dishonorably discharged. She knew those two words would haunt her for the rest of her life.  
 
    A particularly violent tremor shook her body and she clamped her teeth on the edge of the blanket until it passed. Nearby, Miranda Petros shook her head. “Don’t be a fool. If you help me find Dacre, I’ll give you all the magic you need to get through the withdrawal.” 
 
    “Do us all a favor and throw yourself into a black hole,” Vee managed to get out before her teeth started to chatter again.  
 
    In a strange contradiction to the severe cold, she felt a sweat break out on her forehead and the back of her neck. All she wanted to do was sleep it off, but this wasn’t like any aura hangover she’d ever experienced. Her only hope was to distract herself until it passed.  
 
    “Was my friend okay when we left?” she asked, aiming the question toward the other soldier who’d been with Miranda back in the medical facility. “Minnow. He was hit by a Jackal dart too.” 
 
    The man, who didn’t bear the mage sigil, deferred to Miranda to answer. “I’ll tell you if you help us,” she said. 
 
    Vee sighed in fustration, her throat feeling tight now, like it was closing up. “Why do you want to find”—the name stuck in her throat—“that bastard? Hoping to get back together?” Before Miranda could answer, she continued. “You should. Snakes belong together.” 
 
    “Like Dacre tried to tell you four years ago, there was nothing—” 
 
    “Lies are still lies,” Vee said. “Time doesn’t twist them into truth, even if your deranged brain wants to think so.” 
 
    “Look, Dacre stole something from the Alliance. We want it back. Simple. So if you agree to help us, we’ll give you the aura you need right now, no questions asked.” 
 
    “What if I take your aura and then go back on my word.”  
 
    “You might not like me, but when have you ever known me to be a fool? You’ll be signing a binding contract.” 
 
    Vee cringed. Of course. Even a mage couldn’t reverse a contract bound in magic. “What did Dacre steal from the Alliance?” 
 
    “You don’t have the clearance for that.” 
 
    It was Vee’s turn to laugh. “Let me get this straight. You’re going to watch me suffer from aura withdrawal, refusing to tell me whether my friend is okay, and not give me any information about the man—who, oh yeah, happens to be my ex-fiance, a man I despise—who you want me to find?” 
 
    “That sums it up,” Miranda said.  
 
    “Screw you. You want my help? I need something first.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Minnow. Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yes. He will survive. He is weak, but small doses of aura will get him back on his feet eventually. He might never kick the addiction, however. Few do.” 
 
    Vee took a deep breath. Thank the godstars. “Thank you. Was that so hard?” 
 
    “Your turn. You know Dacre better than anyone. Where would he go to hide?” 
 
    “Give me a shot of aura and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “First the information, then the aura.” 
 
    Vee closed her eyes and slumped back, yawning. “A nap sounds nice.” Despite her cock-sure attitude, sleep was out of the question. Besides the way her body continued to tremble, her mind was racing. What had Dacre stolen that could be so important to the Alliance that they’d track down his ex-fiance to help them find him? And why had he stolen from them in the first place? 
 
    “No information, no aura,” Miranda said.  
 
    Stubborn woman, Vee thought. At the same time, she felt a sense of satisfaction that she’d managed to prise the information about Minnow from her without giving up anything. She suspected the warrior mage wouldn’t make the same mistake twice, however. Another tactic was needed.  
 
    “Why did the Jackals attack the pageant?” she asked.  
 
    “You don’t have the security clearance to—” 
 
    “The way I see it,” Vee interrupted, “it was a common terrorist attack. A flexing of their wings, so to speak. A reminder that they continue to harbor the largest reserve of aura in the Godstar Galaxy. But wait…why would they do that knowing the full force of the Alliance would strike back? Hmm, doesn’t make sense, does it?” Vee cringed as her very bones trembled. The cold was becoming unbearable, and she wasn’t certain how much longer she could hold out.  
 
    “Say you’re right,” Miranda said, her deep brown eyes darkening into black orbs. “Say the attack on the pageant was nothing more than a distraction. What would the Jackals’ ulterior motive be?” 
 
    A test, Verity thought. Just like at the Academy. Not only had the mage training facility been a place to develop her magical skills, but graduating mages were expected to become officers in the Alliance military, just as Miranda had. They learned tactics via case studies from the various wars that had plagued the star systems over the years. Of late, those galactic battles had involved the Jackals, but in the not-so-distant past the Gremolins, an underground-dwelling race with the uncanny ability to use aura, had also been a problem.  
 
    Vee considered the question. What did the Maxino family have a lot of? “Vectors,” she said, frowning a moment later. “If they’d wanted to rob the richest family in the world, they would’ve sent a hacker into a galactic bank. Unless…” 
 
    “You never were a fool, Verity Toya.” 
 
    It was well-known that the Maxinos didn’t fully trust the galactic banking system, not after the last crash, nor were they willing to put all their stars in one galaxy, so to speak. No, much of their wealth was in the form of rare goods, expensive magical devices, precious metals, like magium and tritonium. “How much did they take?” 
 
    “Trillions,” Miranda said. “The Jackals now have more Vectors than the entire Alliance put together. The question is: What are they planning to do with all that wealth?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” one of the soldiers said, approaching.  
 
    “What?” she said, sounding none too pleased at having been interrupted.  
 
    “I think I know what they used all those Vectors for.” The soldier pressed a button on his gauntlet and an image was projected in the air, rotating so both Miranda and Vee could easily read it. It was a news story from the Godstar Times. The headline read: Largest Magical Theft in Alliance History. The “theft”, however, had apparently been paid in full by the thieves, who had made off with just over a ton of pure liquid aura in a massive star tanker. 
 
    “Fool bastard,” Miranda said, her lip curling angrily. “He’s done it again.” 
 
    “Who?” Vee asked, feeling frustratingly behind. 
 
    “Dacre Avvalon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Not like stealing lunch money 
 
      
 
    Dacre wasn’t exactly enthused with the present company he kept, but sacrifices had to be made sometimes.  
 
    He sat in a worn leather seat, fiddling with the fresh, new mag-rifle the Jackals had given him. He was programming it for his own spells, each based in ice. Several of the winged, reptilian creatures moved through the rig’s command center, preparing the enormous vessel for a jump into hyperspace. They were being pursued by local law enforcement, and the sooner they jumped out of reach the better.  
 
    One of the Jackals, a female who stood more than two meters tall, her broad leather wings tucked neatly behind her back, made a clicking sound in the back of her throat, and another responded, waving his claws in the center of the command module, a series of glowing, intertwining ropes that responded to the pilot’s movements.  
 
    A loud thrum resulted, the rig beginning to tremble. The lights flickered, but then resumed their bright fluorescent-white glow. Those Jackals still on their feet flew to the ceiling and strapped in, hanging upside down. Dacre pulled his own thick straps over his shoulders and locked them into his waist belt before closing his eyes. Jumping into hyperspace always made him nauseous, something Vee had always liked to joke about.  
 
    Shit, he thought, and not because he was already beginning to feel queasy. Because he’d thought of her again. More and more, the random thoughts of Vee had taken him by surprise. Every time his fingers brushed the spellscreen on his mag-blade’s hilt, he would remember her telling him, “You’ll be a mage knight and I’ll be a warrior mage and we’ll take this friggin’ galaxy by storm.” Stop. She is gone. You ruined things. You had to. For her sake. She deserves better. 
 
    Those sorts of thoughts always helped. Dacre took a deep breath and gripped the mag-rifle across his lap, feeling the swell of acceleration as the hyperdrive cycled to its next phase. He felt the pressure of g-forces as he was pinned to the back of his seat, his body beginning to shake in time with the tanker. The only one not strapped down was the pilot, who was protected within the control field, maneuvering the glowing ropes expertly. A lot of races within the Godstar Galaxy could say a lot of bad things about the Jackals—they were prone to violence, generally despised other races, were anti-trade—but they produced hellagood pilots, that was for damn sure. Even without a speck of magical ability, they flew as well as he’d ever seen.  
 
    The hyperdrive moved into the next and final phase, the ship threatening to shake him to pieces, or so it felt.  
 
    Dacre grabbed the polymer bag just in time, spewing his guts out as the ship made the jump. A portion of the vomit spattered back in his face, the smell making his nausea even worse. He clamped the edges of the bag around his mouth and barfed while the rig shook and the world seemed to break around him, until— 
 
    It stopped. The ship stopped moving, or so it felt, as though finding the same stasis as its pilot, suspended in a control field. In truth, the star-rig continued to hurtle through space at an incredible speed, but within the hyperfield the ride was like that of a hoverbike on a calm, cloudless day.  
 
    Dacre spit into the bag and removed it from his lips, ignoring the clicking laughs of the Jackals dangling overhead. Funny little human, the sound seemed to say.  
 
    If you only knew, Dacre thought, sealing the bag and shoving it through a waste disposal hatch in the wall beside him. He sprayed a mist of anti-bacterial solution on his face and wiped it clean with a towel, before unclasping his straps and rising to his feet. He felt better already and had no desire to hang out with his posse of co-conspirators, all of whom refused to speak the common tongue unless absolutely necessary. I could use my translator implant, he thought. Try to make friends. Just as quickly, he vanquished the thought. Jackals were not the friend type. If he was lucky, they wouldn’t murder him in his sleep.  
 
    Still, they were the closest thing to an ally he had right now, and he needed them as much as they needed him.  
 
    He made his way to the rear of the control room and exited through a secure door that was currently unsecured. There was no one without clearance on this tanker anymore, no saboteurs. The Jackals didn’t have traitors in their ranks, something he could respect about them. No, deceit and treason were decidedly human qualities. Take me for example… 
 
    The thought made him chuckle, not because it was funny, but because it was true. 
 
    Dacre made his way past the corridor lined with bunk rooms. He’d been given his choice of room, because Jackals didn’t use beds anyway, preferring to hang upside down while they rested, their claws clamped tightly even while asleep.  
 
    Dacre, however, wasn’t tired; the jump into hyperspace was as good as chewing an entire pack of coffee gum. He continued to the rear of the tanker, which contained the payload. He clambered up a ladder constructed of magium, his footfalls echoing through the empty space above him. In fact, the entire rig was constructed of magium to prevent magic users from taking control of the cargo and using it against those inside. The cost of such a rig was astronomical, but necessary. Then again, if one managed to steal the tanker itself… 
 
    Dacre reached the top of the ladder, clambering onto a viewing platform and placing the newly programmed mag-rifle on the deck. He drew two things from his belt: First, his mag-blade, its long, glossy handle glowing slightly, displaying nine distinct spellscreens, which could be used to cast one spell or a combination of many. Its carved tritonium blade was etched with a dozen or so glyphs. He’d received the blade, which could process aura as well (or, in his mind, better) than even the finest mag-rifle, when he’d achieved Class 3 at the Academy. By its own laws, even the Alliance was unable to find just cause to strip the blade from him when he’d been expelled from the magical training school. The second object was an amulet known simply as Amplify. Collecting and hording rare magical artifacts had become a pastime of the wealthy citizens of the godstar systems. A measure of their wealth and status, you could say. Few knew, however, that the greatest collector of all things magic was the Alliance. From what he could determine, the Alliance was in possession of three of the known Five prime artifacts—artifacts of immeasurable power. This little beauty, with its magic-infused crystals from the legendary, and now destroyed, planet of Goth, was worth more Vectors than he’d ever seen in his life. Priceless, some would say. He’d stolen it a few weeks earlier, which now made him the number one enemy of the Alliance. Cleaning out the Archimedes Reserve wasn’t going to help his case.  
 
    Not that he cared. If all went according to plan, no one from the Alliance—not even Miranda Petros—would ever get close to the amulet or the well of aura.  
 
    With a grim smile, he looped the amulet’s chain around his neck and clasped it, the crystals tinkling as he tucked them inside his collar.  
 
    Beneath him, the contents of the tank sloshed gently against the sides.  
 
    Pure, black aura, the very same the Jackals liked to paint on the tips of their deadly darts. The amount of magical energy contained in the tanker was enough to destroy a small planet or two. And yet still not enough for what he and the Jackals were planning.  
 
    They needed to steal something else. Something that might not even exist. 
 
    A weapon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Blips and glitches 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am?” the tech-head said, raising a hand to get his boss’s attention. His boss, a mean Jhinn woman, looked up, frowning at having been interrupted from whatever holo-vid she’d been watching. Nothing ever happened at Space Station Delta, and the head of station had been known to watch old Threshan dramas to pass the time. “Sorry,” the tech-head, whose name was Tramone, added apologetically. “It’s just…the blip is gone.” 
 
    “Blip?” the woman said, her frown deepening as she made her way over to him. The series of red freckles on her green brow came together, like stars forming a new constellation. Tramone was one of a hundred or so screen-watchers, each focused on a different part of the universe, watching for threats. The other tech-heads glanced in his direction, but just as quickly looked back at their own screens. Most of them were playing games on the galactosphere simultaneously, counting down the hours until their next break. 
 
    “Here,” Tramone said, pointing at a dark space on his screen.  
 
    The woman leaned closer, squinting. “I don’t see anything. If this is your idea of a jo—” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Tramone said, surprising even himself with his own boldness. “A few moments ago, there was a blip. A planet. Three-seven-five-oh of the Trinstar system. I named it Sparkles because it was always brighter than the rest.” He hadn’t meant to say the last part—it had sort of just come out. Damn diarrhea of the mouth, he thought.  
 
    “Sparkles,” she said, clearly not impressed. “It’s probably just a glitch.”  
 
    “A glitch, ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes. A fault in the system. I’m sure Sparkles will reappear soon enough. Give a shout when it does. That will be all.” 
 
    All? Tramone thought, peering back at his screen as she walked away. Sure enough, the blip reappeared, shimmering slightly against the dark backdrop. “It’s back!” Tramone called.  
 
    “See? Told you,” his boss said, already hunched over her screen again, once more engrossed by the unfolding plot of her show.  
 
    Still, something about Sparkles looked different to Tramone. Almost…unreal. 
 
    He chuckled at his own absurd thoughts, pulling up a multi-player game he’d been trying to level up on for a while. God of Mages, it was called. With more than twelve billion players galaxy-wide, it was currently the most popular game on the galactosphere. Soon Tramone was lost in a battle, taking out winged Jackals by the hundreds with the warrior mage he controlled. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The downside to magic 
 
      
 
    Vee couldn’t stop shaking. The cold inside her had become a thousand mag-blades, poking and prodding, tearing her away piece by piece.  
 
    Images flashed in her mind: Jackals shattering a glass dome; men and women of all races trampling each other in their haste to escape; black darts killing them one by one; a fiery explosion; Minnow saving her before being taken down himself. “I…” she tried to say, but her teeth clacked together violently, nearly slicing off the tip of her tongue.  
 
    “The contract,” Miranda said coldly, shoving a screen in front of Vee. Black spots danced, the words running together, some of them seeming to drift off the screen, floating like motes of dust. “Sign it.” 
 
    “I’ll need aura…” Vee tried, but the mage cut her off.  
 
    “I’ll bind it with magic. All I need is a drop of your blood on the scanner and a voice signature.” 
 
    Verity hated that she was about to do this, but she saw little other choice. Her body simply couldn’t sustain much more. She would do anything for another shot of that pure aura—the only thing that could balance out her treasonous body.  
 
    Of all things, it was a memory of Dacre that stopped her.  
 
    They were perched on the loading dock of a star cruiser, in port, looking out at the vast star-filled oceans of the galaxy. “My father said I was born to explore the stars,” Vee said. “He always called me his little star-born mage.” She clamped her mouth shut, wondering why she’d told him that. Yes, they’d been dating for six months now, and had fooled around plenty, but something about this anecdote about her father felt substantially more intimate. 
 
    “Star-born mage,” Dacre said, his dark eyebrows lifting ever so slightly. Not in amusement, but in consideration. Vee had marveled at the fact that she was able to detect such subtle nuances of his expression after so short a time knowing him. Their relationship, which had begun with fireworks, had settled into the comfortableness of many hours spent solely in each other’s company. “It suits you.” 
 
    Vee laughed, knitting her fingers through his, leaning over to kiss him softly. “I want you to meet him. My father, I mean.” 
 
    “Oh. I…of course. Someday.” 
 
    Dacre refused to meet her expression, and something about his tone seemed off. He ran his fingers through his messy, windblown hair, which was streaked with the golden highlights that always grew more prevalent during the summer, when the faint light of two separate godstars, one green, one red, shone on the Academy twenty-four hours a day. She let it go, because…perhaps she’d discussed him meeting her dad too soon. The last thing she wanted to do was rush things, especially when they had another few years before they were even out of the Academy. “What about your parents?” she asked.  
 
    “My parents?” 
 
    “You have them, right? Kind of hard to exist without them…” 
 
    The joke fell flat as Dacre’s brow furrowed into a dark line. “I—it’s complicated.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. I’m just curious, is all. I talk about my parents often, and you never do.” 
 
    At that, he turned and smiled at her, though she could tell it was forced. “You were born to be a warrior mage,” he said, the abrupt change in subject saved by the compliment. “Don’t ever forget that. You are one with the aura, and the aura is one with you.” 
 
    The memory faded, and Vee realized she was no longer shaking. Miranda was still holding the contract screen in front of her, undisguised impatience lacing her expression. 
 
    At the time, Dacre’s compliment had meant everything to her, especially because he was the top mage acolyte in their group, having graduated to Class 2 a full three months early. Yes, he’d betrayed her two years later, but that didn’t change the fact that he believed in her abilities as a mage. Once, at least. 
 
    And yet here she was about to give up on herself all for a shot of pure aura?  
 
    Vee shoved the screen away and said, “No deal.” 
 
    “What?” The venom in Miranda’s tone made Vee smile, despite the fact that her body had once more begun to shake. I can get through this. I am strong. I am a star-born mage. I am one with the aura and the aura is one with me. “I take back what I said earlier. You always were a fool.” 
 
    Vee wasn’t certain where the burst of energy came from, but she was on her feet in an instant, launching herself at the Class 5 warrior mage with reckless abandon, feeling a spell work its way to her fingertips as she traced a glyph on Miranda’s armor.  
 
    Verity was supposed to be an empty husk, drained of aura and craving more, and yet the spell—expel, a solid Class 4 conjuration—flared up, sending Miranda flying backwards. She crashed into the far wall, her eyes rolling back from the impact. Though she was equipped with complete tritonium body armor, she wasn’t wearing her helmet.  
 
    Vee’s MAG/EXP meter jumped another 10,000 or so points, but she barely noticed, her body thrumming like a plucked bowstring.  
 
    A dozen soldiers were on their feet in an instant, surrounding her, weapons drawn and pointed in her direction.  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” Vee growled, feeling full of energy, her entire body brimming with the aura that had seemed to appear out of nowhere, as if she’d created it herself. Which was impossible, of course. Wasn’t it? She forced as much certainty into her voice as possible. “If you fire, your bullets will hit each other. I will make certain of that.” It was a false threat—controlling the flight of so many bullets at once was a feat even a Class 5 mage would have trouble accomplishing—but they didn’t know that. Normal humans, having never experienced its power except from a distance, didn’t truly understand magic. To them its power was as limitless as the strength of a black hole, something to be feared and respected. They didn’t understand that even magic—and, by default, mages—had limits. “I will send one into your unconscious leader’s brain, too,” she added for good measure.  
 
    A soldier stepped forward, the one who’d accompanied Miranda to the hospital back on Maxion. “At ease, soldiers,” he barked, lowering his own weapon. The other guns dropped instantaneously.  
 
    At least they’re well-trained, Vee thought. Her adrenaline was slowing, and she had to force steel into her voice. “Take me to the control room.” 
 
    The man looked uncertain, his eyes flicking from the unconscious Miranda and back to Verity before he took a deep breath and nodded, gesturing her to walk in front of him. 
 
    “Do I look like a fool?” Vee said, clenching her fists to stop them from shaking. The ice had returned to her bones, the aura she’d mysteriously generated gone again, as if it had never existed. “You first. The rest of the soldiers can stay here. And if one of them so much as touches their weapon’s trigger…” Vee pointed at Miranda and then made a chopping motion across her own throat. “Got it?” 
 
    “No weapons,” the man barked to the other soldiers. “No exceptions. Stay here, you grunts.” With that, he strode swiftly forward. After a moment’s hesitation, Vee followed him, each step an effort as her knees quivered.  
 
    Halfway along the cabin’s length, she felt so nauseous she was forced to stop. She took several deep breaths, watching the soldier walk further away. C’mon, she thought. Suck it up. It was almost as if she was back in the Mage Academy. Although magical education and training was the core of the curriculum, physical training had been included. It had been hard, but she’d never complained, never given up, never stopped.  
 
    And she didn’t now, swallowing the bitter bile and shuffling forward, taking deep breaths with each stride. In and out, in and out, one step at a time… 
 
    Until they reached a large portal door that was closed off, bearing several warnings about the area beyond being for Authorized Personnel Only.  
 
    The soldier turned around, his hand on the grip of his weapon, but not raising it. “The thing is,” he said, “if I let you in there, I’ll be breaking half a dozen Alliance rules and regs. I’ll be stripped of my rank and thrown in the brig. Stars, I might even be dishonorably discharged. Being a soldier is all I have.” 
 
    “Would you rather die?” Vee wasn’t certain where the threat came from, nor if she was prepared to carry it out—or if she even could.  
 
    The man offered a grim smile. “Yes.” 
 
    Shit. She had nothing against this man, who was only following orders. She even felt like she understood him, that sense of purpose, of honor. Black Hole, she’d even felt the same way once. She knew exactly what it was like to lose the only thing that mattered to her in the world. Would she have been willing to die for it? Maybe. Yes.  
 
    “What’s the code?” she asked, gesturing with her head at the keypad.  
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Look, I’m going to knock you out in about two seconds, so give me the damn code or I’ll—” 
 
    “I can’t tell you because there isn’t one. The keypad is a decoy. Fingerprint and retinal scan only.” 
 
    “And you are authorized?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, and she could see the self-doubt in his eyes. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Give me your weapon.” 
 
    “You have to take it from me.” 
 
    Oh godstars, Vee thought, feeling utterly spent. He appeared strong, broad-shouldered and muscular. He wasn’t a green soldier, and almost certainly had experienced numerous forms of combat, including hand to hand. She focused, trying to reenact the feeling from earlier, when she’d chased away the cold with that burst of raw power… 
 
    Nothing. Her knees trembled, and she was forced to drop to the unforgiving metal floor, turning quickly to the side to vomit. “Open the door,” she whispered, a line of drool connecting her lips to the floor. Her vision was swimming now. She needed a shot of aura. Regardless of her determination, she needed it. 
 
    “I can’t,” the soldier said, sounding almost apologetic. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Vee fought to one foot, then the other. She extended a trembling hand, then a finger. The soldier’s eyes widened, but he didn’t move to raise his own weapon. Slowly, she traced a glyph in the air, wishing she had a mag-rifle to help her process the spell. She waited one second, then another.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    She sighed, all energy leaving her as she collapsed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The deal 
 
      
 
    This time, Vee didn’t sleep, although she wished she could. The pain was immense, drawing a ragged scream from her throat as she shook. Foam or bile or drool, or perhaps all three, dribbled from the corner of her mouth, but that was the least of her worries. She swore she could feel her bones cracking, her internal organs shutting down, her heart trying to tear itself from her chest.  
 
    Strong hands surrounded her, held her tight so her seizing body wouldn’t smash against the metal insides of the ship. She tried to open her eyes to see who it was, but they were glued shut, tears leaking into rivers on her cheeks. “Give me a shot of aura,” a voice shouted, and she tried to protest, tried to shout No! but all that came out was another scream as a wave of agony assaulted her. 
 
    Something sharp pierced the flesh of her left arm, but it was nothing next to the onslaught of the beast inside her, which was sinking its teeth into her, ripping, tearing, devouring, and then— 
 
    She gasped, her back arching as a feeling akin to ecstasy filled her. She felt like she was…floating, drifting away like a balloon filled with helium. “Oh,” she said, her eyes fluttering open, her vision rapidly clarifying as she took in the concerned eyes of the soldier who held her in his arms. The man whose life she’d threatened—who she’d tried to attack with a spell she hadn’t been able to cast. A man who should hate her.  
 
    “Shhh,” he said. “You’re okay now. Just breathe. Breathe.” Hovering all around him were other soldiers, looking confused.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” a female voice said. Miranda stumbled into the circle, clutching her head. Blood ran down her wrist and arm. Her eyes widened when she saw Vee in the soldier’s arms. They widened further as they locked on something on the ground. Vee had the presence of mind to angle her head in the same direction, finding an empty, discarded syringe. The inside of the glass vial was tinged with what was left of a black substance. Pure aura, Vee thought with shame. Despite all her efforts, she couldn’t resist the need, betrayed by her own body.  
 
    But why had this soldier given it to her after all she had done?  
 
    “Captain Tucker,” Miranda said coldly. Captain Tucker? Why did that name sound so familiar? “You are hereby under arrest for the crimes of wasting magical resources and”—she glanced at the door to the control room, which was still sealed—“aiding a violent criminal.” 
 
    The man—Captain Tucker—gently laid Vee’s head down on a pillow he pulled from a shelf and stood. She watched as he turned, placing his hands behind his back. Miranda stepped forward, holding a circular, silver device. She placed it on the back of his hands and traced a small glyph across the device’s surface. Bright blue beams shot out from each side, curling around his wrists and reconnecting with the silver disk.  
 
    “He didn’t mean to…” Vee said but trailed off as two soldiers stepped forward and escorted the captain away. Nothing she could say would sway Miranda’s mind, not after what Vee had done to her. 
 
    “Leave us,” the mage said, her eyes never leaving Vee.  
 
    When the soldiers were gone, Miranda crouched down and hissed, “How did you do that?” 
 
    Vee felt stronger already, and she managed to sit up to face the mage. “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me. You’re a Class 3 mage. I’ve never heard of any mage generating a spell out of nothing.” 
 
    Vee had, but only one man. Someone she hadn’t thought of in a long time. And anyway, that man had lost his mind years ago. Regardless, it didn’t change the fact that she didn’t know how she’d done it. “Maybe there was residual aura somewhere in my bloodstream, and I managed to channel it together, or—” 
 
    “There was no residual aura. We tested you, remember? Before we boarded the starship.” 
 
    It was true, Vee knew. They’d pricked her finger and dripped her blood on the scanner, the result returning a moment later: 0% aura. Unless the machine was faulty, or…no, she was lying to herself. Vee knew she’d done it. Generated aura out of thin air. She would think it was impossible if she hadn’t been there to witness it. “I don’t know. It just happened. I was angry. It’s not fair, what you’re doing. Using my…condition…to coerce me into helping you.” 
 
    “The galaxy isn’t fair,” Miranda said. “But that’s life. You’re addicted to aura, and I can help you live a normal life. But I need you to help me find Dacre.”  
 
    Now that the aura in her bloodstream had been balanced, Vee was thinking much more clearly, and something occurred to her. An idea. A plan. A hope. For the first time in a long time, she felt excited about her future. “I’ll help you,” she said. “But I want something more than aura in return.” 
 
    “You’re hardly in a position to make demands,” Miranda said, but it was a hollow statement.  
 
    “Wrong. You need me as much as I need aura. Otherwise you wouldn’t be wasting your time trying to convince me to help you.” 
 
    The truth of her statement was written all over Miranda’s face. “What, exactly, do you want, Verity?” she asked, her jaw hardening.  
 
    Vee’s heart pounded. Was this really possible? Had she finally caught a lucky break, all because Dacre had done something stupid? Something about it was almost poetic, a rebalancing of a scale that she always believed was broken beyond repair. “I want…I want my record expunged. I want a chance to reenter the Mage Academy and continue my training. I want to become a Class 5 warrior mage.” 
 
    Miranda didn’t blink. “I can make that happen. If you find Dacre Avvalon, that is.” 
 
    A tremor ran through Vee, but this time it wasn’t from aura withdrawal. “I’ll need that in writing.” 
 
    “Done. Anything else?” 
 
    What more could she possibly ask for? Well, there was one thing… “Yes. I want to choose my own team for the mission. And I want to have my own ship for the job. I can’t stomach being near you more than I have to.” 
 
    The look Miranda Petros gave her was lethal, but it wasn’t one of rejection. “Fine, but you must agree to have a galactic locator imbedded in your ship’s mainframe, as well as your own body. If you try to remove or tamper with them, the contract is null and void. Is that agreeable?” 
 
    Vee didn’t hesitate. “Yes. I can work with that.” 
 
    “I’ll draw up the contract. Now, do you want to see your friend?” 
 
    Vee cocked her head to the side. “What friend?” 
 
    “You know, the one you’ve been asking about. Minnow the Minot. We took the initiative of bringing him along. I’m assuming you’ll be choosing him for your team?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    A hot mess 
 
      
 
    “Vee?” Minnow said, breaking into a huge smile as they entered the control room.  
 
    Verity was surprised by the sob that took her breath at the sight of the big Minot. He was wearing med scrubs, sitting on a reclining bed and facing a large holoscreen that was playing an old episode of Magical Artifacts Pawn Shop. Behind him was a massive control screen and a small platform for the control module, currently manned by a woman pilot wearing a red Alliance uniform. The pilot lightly grasped the fluorescent control ropes, her eyes trained on the screen.  
 
    “You big fool,” Vee said, brushing away the tears and walking on shaky legs over to Minnow.  
 
    “That’s the thanks I get?” he said, still smiling. “That’s the last time I save your life.” 
 
    “You save me? Ha. Not in this millennium.” She took his hand carefully, relishing the warmth she felt through his dark, gray skin.  
 
    “I’m not going to break,” he said. “I feel great.” 
 
    “What about the withdrawal? You got hit by a poisoned Jackal dart.” Vee’s eyes roamed over the huge man, searching for other signs of injury. 
 
    “Aura isn’t the same as poison,” he said. “You of all people should know that. See this?” He held up one meaty arm to show an IV hooked up to his vein, the tube dangling to the floor where it disappeared into a hole. The clear tube was filled with a light gray liquid. 
 
    Diluted aura. 
 
    “Are you high?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Minnow said, an affronted expression crossing his face but quickly vanishing into another smile. “Maybe a little.” He pinched his forefinger against his thumb to show how much. 
 
    Vee whirled around to face Miranda. “How much did you give him?” 
 
    One of her eyebrows lifted. “You have a funny way of showing gratitude,” she said. “He’s getting enough to come down from the mortal danger he was in when we found him.” 
 
    “The doctor back on Maxion said he was going to be fine.” 
 
    “Shall I take him back?” 
 
    Vee drew in a deep breath, trying to calm down. Her fingers were tingling strangely, her legs not nearly as weak as they’d been a few minutes ago. She had to admit, Miranda was right. Minnow was here, and alive, which was more than she could’ve possibly hoped for after seeing him get hit by the deadly dart.  
 
    Her gaze found the holoscreen. An arm had reached out, so lifelike it might’ve been real enough to touch. From its fingers dangled a necklace bearing three hoops, each inlaid with a circular gemstone—one turquoise, one topaz, one ruby. The pawn expert’s voice emerged from a hidden speaker. “The Shinto Collar, as it was named by the discoverer, Clay Shinto, is believed to have been formed thousands of years ago during the First Godstar War, before the Godstar Galaxy was even formed. Dozens of mages have tested it for magical properties, but none have unlocked the power thought to be held inside. It’s one of the Five known prime artifacts.” 
 
    “How much is it worth?” the museum proprietor asked, licking his lips greedily. Is this guy really looking to pawn a priceless magical artifact? Vee wondered.  
 
    “It’s a fake,” the pawnist said, letting the necklace slip through his fingers and tumble toward the ground.  
 
    “No!” A second hand emerged from the screen, desperately grabbing at the artifact. He missed, and there was a tinkling sound as the jewels hit the floor, smashing into thousands of pieces.  
 
    “See?” the man said, retracting his hand. “Colored glass. Whoever sold this to you got a good deal.” 
 
    Vee shook her head at the sheer quantity of stupidity spread across the galaxy. You should talk, she thought. Kicked out of the Academy, nearly killed by Jackals during the Miss Universe Pageant, and now addicted to pure aura and forced to make a deal with a woman she’d rather feed to the massive sea monsters known to roam the icy oceans of Polaris.  
 
    “Verity,” Miranda said, making her cringe. 
 
    “What?” she said angrily.  
 
    “We are out of time. Dacre is getting further and further away while we watch pointless holotube shows.” 
 
    Vee could feel Minnow’s eyes burning into her from the side. “Dacre?” he said. “What is she talking about?” 
 
    Vee faced the music, meeting Minnow’s eyes. “You know the guy I told you about from the Academy? Dacre Avvalon?” 
 
    “The cheating bastard? Yeah, I remember. I still dream about smashing his skull between my fists.” To demonstrate, he ground his fists together, his knuckles crackling.  
 
    “Well, it’s time for revenge. I’ve always wanted to be a bounty hunter. You?” 
 
    “Considering Jin stopped by the hospital just to cancel my contract, I’d say I’m available for some freelance work.” 
 
    “What? She fired you? Seriously?” 
 
    “Well, I did fire a rocket launcher in a crowded amphitheater in front of a galaxy-wide audience. The damage alone will send her insurance premiums through the stars. Anyway, I’ve been working security for Jin for six years, which is long enough. When do we start chasing down this deadbeat ex-boyfriend of yours?” 
 
    She didn’t correct him with ex-fiancé, instead turning back toward Miranda. “As soon as we collect the rest of my team. And I’ll need a ship with a pilot. This one will do.” 
 
    Miranda rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a fool. You’ll never catch him in this transport vessel. We’ll get you a proper starship, one with a fully charged hyperdrive. They can rendezvous with us in less than twenty-four hours. We’ll track you from a distance.” 
 
    “Good,” Vee said, trying to play it cool when inside she was fist-pumping and chest-bumping and high-fiving. Despite her reliance on the woman she hated most in the world, the entire situation seemed like it was going to turn out all right. No, better than she could’ve ever dreamed of. Catching Dacre was her ticket back into the Academy. “Have the starship meet us at the Archimedes launch field.” 
 
    “Archimedes? Why would you want to go there?” 
 
    Vee smiled. “Because that’s where we’ll find the rest of my team.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Vee’s heart skipped a beat as her childhood planet came into view. Archimedes was a mixture of pink and green, its vast oceans dotted with the jungle islands known to harbor more indigenous species of insects and marine creatures than any other planet in the galaxy. Scientists flocked to the planet hoping to discover a new bug or fish that hadn’t yet been identified.  
 
    Vee’s father, Dr. Tyrus Toya, had been one such scientist two decades ago, and had since named and studied half a dozen new critters. Vee even had one named for her: Veritanous Fierious, a bright-red, tentacled creature that glowed in the dark and fed on the hot magma that swarmed from the underwater lava tubes on the ocean floor.  
 
    Father, Vee thought, a slash of fear cutting through her. It has been a long year since she’d taken a trip home to visit. It was hard enough seeing his disappointed expression over the holocom.  
 
    They’d once been so close, but now… 
 
    Now she felt like she was going home to see a stranger, and not just the one she saw in the mirror sometimes.  
 
    “I’ve never been to the Arch,” Minnow commented, leaning closer to the glass.  
 
    Verity remembered the planetary history she’d been forced to memorize in school. “The Third Godstar War was fought in this very corner of the galaxy, back before there was a Godstar Galaxy, much less an Archimedes. They say each attack by one of the Celestials would’ve been the equivalent of a nuclear explosion, and when one of them fell…” She clasped her hands together and then exploded them outwards. “Entire solar systems were created from the shrapnel, a godstar from each Celestial that died.” 
 
    “Seven godstars,” Minnow murmured, sounding reverent. “Providing life for billions.” 
 
    “Trillions, you mean. Didn’t you hear the results of the last census? 1.2 trillion across seven systems and thirty-seven planets, thirty-eight if you count the Lost Colonies.” 
 
    “And to think I don’t even really like people that much, no matter what race they are.” 
 
    “Not even Minots?” 
 
    Minnow snorted. “Especially not them. Bunch of rockheads if you ask me.” 
 
    “Like your ex-girlfriend?” 
 
    “I won’t say a bad word about her. She had a lot to give, we just didn’t click in enough ways. Like a couple of gears each missing a tooth or two. Make sense?” 
 
    “I guess.” In truth, it didn’t make sense. Not to Vee. Her gears had fit perfectly with Dacre’s, not even requiring oil or upkeep or anything.  
 
    Until Miranda. Godstars-damned Miranda-frigging-Petros.  
 
    Vee felt the aura running through her blood begin to coalesce, and she glanced at her hands, which were starting to brighten to red. She took a deep breath, then another. This wasn’t the time or the place. Plus, taking down Miranda a hundred times—a thousand—wouldn’t change anything. She unclenched her fists and watched the fiery color fade before turning her attention back to the world outside the ship. 
 
    They passed a bright red moon on the right, so small its gravitational pull was approaching zero from this distance. On the left side of the planet was another moon, much larger than the first, surrounded by a paper-thin ring comprised of water, ice, and miniscule rock particles.  
 
    “Pentos and Vintos,” Vee said, seeing Minnow’s eyes dart from one moon to the other. “Twice a year they nearly collide, coming within ten-thousand miles of each other. Some call it the kiss of the Arch godlings.” 
 
    “Some people? Not you?” 
 
    “They’re just hunks of rock,” Vee said with a shrug.  
 
    “What a romantic way to put it.” 
 
    Vee smirked. Minnow knew she wasn’t into flowers and love letters. Thankfully, Dacre had never tried any of that sappy stuff with her. He’d always known what she wanted and when she wanted it. “Anyway, if they do collide, it will cause a cataclysmic explosion of rock and iron ore, spraying meteorites onto Archimedes. Those who live on islands that are fortunate enough to not sustain a direct hit will be drowned by the resulting tsunamis.” 
 
    “That’ll be some kiss,” Minnow said. “Like my ex-wife. Now that big ol’ lady could lay one on a guy.” 
 
    Vee’s head snapped toward his. “Your ex-wife? You never told me you were married.” At first, she felt a pang of annoyance, but then remembered she had her own secrets.  
 
    “You never asked.” He said it nonchalantly, still staring through the viewpoint.  
 
    They’d been working closely together for the last three-plus years and not once had Vee thought to ask about whether Minnow had any serious relationship skeletons in his closet. She’d only assumed the ex-girlfriend was some fling, not something serious. Instead she’d blabbed on and on about her own problems. “I’m a selfish Black Hole,” she said. “Sorry for not asking.” 
 
    “I was kidding. Well, half. Anyway, there’s not much to talk about. Got married too young. It was all sex and fun for a while, until we ran out of Vectors. The real galaxy caught up to us in a hurry. We tried to cling to the good times for a while, but eventually got tired of fighting.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    Minnow shrugged. “Here. There. Who knows? She could never stay in one place for long.” 
 
    “Sounds like her ex-husband,” Vee quipped. 
 
    “And her ex-husband’s best friend,” Minnow retorted.  
 
    She couldn’t argue with that.  
 
    The warning light flashed, reminding them to take their jump seats and strap in, which they did. To Vee’s surprise, Minnow took her hand in his. “It might be the aura talking, but I’m glad this all happened. That old job sucked rockets.” 
 
    Vee hiccupped a laugh. “It did, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Jin can bust the balls of some other security peons.” 
 
    “She wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    “True. On her good days.” 
 
    Holding hands, they closed their eyes as the ship began to shake as it entered Archimedes’ atmosphere. Vee felt the aura running through her, and had the urge to use it, to trace a glyph and create a fireball the size of Pentos.  
 
    Minnow barked out a shout and wrenched his hand from her grasp. “Godstars, Vee, think happy thoughts, would you?” he said, sucking on his fingers, which looked like they’d gone for a dip in a pool of scalding hot water.  
 
    She stared at her hand, which was encased in flames. She wouldn’t burn so long as her blood contained liquid aura. “I’m—I’m sorry. I wasn’t even trying to…” The excuse fell off her lips as she noticed Miranda staring at her. She too was strapped into a jump seat as the ship shook around them, the viewpoint obscured by the fire of their reentry into atmosphere.  
 
    In the corner of Vee’s eye, she noticed her MAG/EXP points shooting up by another thousand. Small moon rocks, except for the fact that she hadn’t really done anything to earn them.  
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    FIVE DAYS UNTIL THE EVENT 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Planet of misfits 
 
      
 
    Vee felt amped up as she descended the gangway, partly because she was back home and partly because of the dose of pure aura Miranda had shot into her bloodstream an hour before landing. She’d be due for another hit in twelve hours, and then she’d be able to start drinking the stuff in small quantities again.  
 
    Thankfully, she hadn’t lost control of her magic again, although Minnow’s burnt hand—now wrapped in gauze soaked in healing ointment—was a stark reminder to be cautious.  
 
    Captain Tucker stopped at the end of the gangway. He would hold down the ship until they returned, although she wished he would be accompanying them and not Miranda. Vee had been surprised when Miranda had released him before their descent. She’d never known the severe homewrecker to be merciful. Although Vee was glad she hadn’t cost the man his freedom, something about the entire situation felt…off…but she couldn’t figure out why.  
 
    Without thinking, Vee pressed a button on her wristcom to hail one of the hovertaxis zipping past the familiar launch field.  
 
    “Don’t,” Miranda said, grabbing her arm.  
 
    A lightning bolt of anger shot through her. “Get your hand off me.” 
 
    Miranda frowned, but complied. “I was only trying to stop you from wasting your Vectors,” the warrior mage said. “I’ve already arranged transportation.” Right on cue, a train of black hoverlimos with tinted windows turned from the main thoroughfare, lowering to a stop in front of the main exit from the field, where crowds of fellow travelers gathered to stare.  
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit…excessive?” Vee said.  
 
    “Looks good to me,” Minnow said. “Not sure I could squeeze into one of those other tiny things.” 
 
    “You’re an asset of the Alliance now,” Miranda said. “We’ll do everything in our power to keep you safe and happy.” 
 
    Yeah, and a prisoner, Vee thought. Then again, she’d signed the contract, so it’s not like stealing a starship and making a jump into hyperspace was an option. The Alliance would hunt her to the fringes of the galaxy—perhaps even further. “Lead the way,” she said, shaking her head at Minnow’s giant goofy grin. Despite his size, he looked like a little boy on Jubilation morning as he hurried toward the waiting hoverlimos.  
 
    Near the launch field’s fenceline, dozens of hover cameras snapped photos at a spectacle Vee had seen on numerous occasions during her childhood. Magic McGee was a grizzled ex-warrior mage who’d fought and been decorated in the First Caspian War more than two decades earlier, when the Machinist’s armored corps known as the Steel Mech had been defeated in the Caspian Sea on the planet Casponos in the Godstar III system. Supposedly he’d emerged from the penultimate battle unscathed but had begun to show signs of post-traumatic stress disorder a few years later, after fighting in the two wars for Casponos. Now McGee was homeless, and more famous than ever, his name mentioned in multiple interstellar guidevids as a must-see for any visit to Archimedes.  
 
    Vee watched as he cast a spell directly into an old tin can, giving it a kick toward the crowd with one of his dirty bare feet. There was a collective gasp from the audience, which backpedaled, several tripping over their own feet. The can exploded in midair, vanishing in a spray of bright colors that rained down like fireworks.  
 
    “This is the mage you were talking about before?” Miranda said. 
 
    Vee nodded absently. The crowd oohed and clapped. Many of them aimed their Vector transmitters in his direction and offered up donations, but McGee cared nothing for wealth and didn’t have a receiver to collect them anyway.  
 
    How does he do that? Vee wondered, not for the first time. Clearly, McGee had no liquid aura—he couldn’t afford a mil of the stuff, much less enough to cast the minor spell he’d just performed. Vee remembered how she’d seemed to create magical energy from nothingness back on the ship and shivered.  
 
    I’m not like McGee, she thought. My body might be under attack by the addiction, but I still have my mind. Don’t I? 
 
    They were almost clear of the airfield when the memory struck her. Her mother, the last time she’d seen her, when she’d departed on her final mission. Vee’s breath caught in her throat, not because of the pain of the image of her mother, every detail of which was carved in her mind for eternity—her short hair the same color as her daughter’s, dark, almost purple, that fearless grin playing across her lips as she turned for one final wave and then— 
 
    By the godstars… Her mother had stopped and frowned, crossing the launch field to where McGee had been “performing.” She’d pressed a button on her armored suit and ejected one of her many medals of valor. This one was tinged with red, forged from liquid tritonium mixed with her own blood—blood she’d spilled when she’d saved the lives of three of her own unit during a melee with the Steel Mech during the Second Caspian War, an ongoing struggle that had left millions dead already. Little did Vee know at the time: her mother was soon to be one of them.  
 
    Her mother had given that medal to Magic McGee that day. For just a moment, the man had ceased his incessant movement, gripping the medallion in his fingers and staring at it so intently Vee had found herself leaning forward and doing the same.  
 
    Her mother had nodded at him, whispered a few words Vee had been unable to hear, and then turned and strode away. Vee’s mother had never seen what McGee had done afterwards, but Vee had. He’d thrown the medal high in the air, the edges glistening as it caught shards of sunlight…and then it had vanished in a wink.  
 
    Vee, only eight years old at the time, had been so angry. She’d shouted at the horrid man, full of righteous indignation that he would waste something that was a part of her mother, something she’d earned by almost giving her own life. 
 
    She’d hated the man ever since, which she knew was foolish. His mind was not his own, after all. 
 
    “You poor, crazy bastard,” she muttered now.  
 
    “What was that?” Minnow asked.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    The other soldiers from Miranda’s ship formed a barrier around them as they strode through the crowd, hordes of rubberneckers trying to catch a glimpse of what kinds of people could afford such an escort. The Archchancellor perhaps? Or maybe a visiting holo-star? Wrong, Vee thought. A failed Class 3 mage with an addiction to aura. Wanna take a holovid with me and stream it onto the galactosphere? Riiiight. 
 
    The soldiers ushered Vee and Minnow into one of the vehicles, the limo in the middle, before shutting the doors and making for their own cars. Only Miranda joined them in the main cabin of the middle hoverlimo.  
 
    The interior was lavish, complete with soft leather seats big enough to swim in, multiple holoscreens, foot and hand warmers, custom temperature settings for each area, and a service bot.  
 
    There was something else too. 
 
    Vee had never been in a hoverlimo before, but she was pretty sure a rack of mag-rifles didn’t come as a standard feature. 
 
    “Nice digs,” she said.  
 
    The service bot approached them before Miranda could respond. “May I interest you in a beverage?” the bot said. Its plastique face was spotless, its eyes clear and lifelike except for the unnatural orange retinas. Oh, and the fact that there was nothing below its torso except a long mechanical arm that curved around and connected to a runner on the ceiling so it could move about the cabin unimpeded.  
 
    “A shot of pure,” Minnow said, slumping into a plush leather seat. “Make that a double.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” the bot said. “I’m afraid you do not have authorization for this drink.” 
 
    “Well-trained,” Vee commented.  
 
    “Spared no expense,” Miranda said. “Three waters, with lemon.” While the bot scurried over to a small bar area, the hoverlimo lifted off, falling into line behind those in front of it. 
 
    “Destination?” an electronic voice said through a speaker mounted on the wall. 
 
    “Where to?” Miranda said. “This is your show.” 
 
    Vee hadn’t really thought about it. She knew she should go home first. She knew any good person would do just that. But she was a long way from good. She tasted bitter regret on the tip of her tongue but swallowed it away. “Bar Chameleos,” she said.  
 
    “A bar?” Miranda said. “Listen, we don’t really have time—” 
 
    “It’s where we’ll likely find the third member of my crew, all right? I’m not going to waste your time. I want to find Dacre as much as you do.” Vee felt the familiar surge of…something…something powerful, a mix of anticipation and hot rage, boil up inside her at the thought of seeing him again, but quickly tempered it, watching as her hands, which had started to glow red, cooled back to a normal shade of pink.  
 
    “What will you do when you find him?” Miranda asked.  
 
    “None of your—” 
 
    “Look, he betrayed us both. He’s the common denominator here, not me. I didn’t make him do anything he didn’t want to do.” 
 
    Yeah, right. “How did he betray you, exactly? He was kicked out of the Academy, remember? You, a warrior mage in training, would really have stood at the side of a flunkie? I call bullshit.” 
 
    Miranda’s voice changed from cool and calm to venomous in an instant. “You don’t know anything, human wretch,” she spat.  
 
    Vee leaned back, surprised. Sure, she’d been purposely baiting her, but didn’t expect to break through her façade so quickly. And ‘human wretch’? What the Hole was that supposed to mean?  
 
    The tension in the conversation dissipated as the bot returned with their waters. Vee sipped hers, avoiding eye contact with both Minnow and Miranda as she stared out the window at a place full of too many memories, a plethora of emotions running the gamut of the person she was now. A person she hardly recognized sometimes.  
 
    The island they’d landed on was the largest on Archimedes, and the one she’d grown up on. Galileo was a bustling metropolis of star ports, shoebox-sized studio units, and amazing villas worth tens of millions of Vectors located beachfront. Hovercars whipped past on all sides, clinging to their lanes, which were marked by hoverbuoys.  
 
    Home was the opposite direction, toward the southernmost tip of the island, which was shaped like a bulbous amoeba. Instead, the hoverlimo careened toward the heart of the city, where a mixture of shopping, restaurants and watering holes were enough to satisfy all types and budgets.  
 
    “Destination reached,” the disjointed voice from the speaker said as the hoverlimo pulled to a stop and lowered itself to the ground.  
 
    “What in the galaxy is this place?” Miranda asked.  
 
    “Bar Chameleos,” Vee said dryly, gesturing to a bright red neon sign that was missing the first “a” and the second “e”. Vee was somewhat surprised any of the letters were still lit considering how rarely the proprietor, an old friend of her father’s, paid his bills on time.  
 
    “I can see that. The place is a dump.” 
 
    Vee couldn’t argue with that. The camo paint was peeling, though that didn’t stop it from changing color from time to time, giving the small structure a surreal feel if you stared at it for too long. One of the front windows was cracked—Vee could still remember the epic brawl that had led to the damage—held together by a long piece of space tape, the edges beginning to curl and brown.  
 
    But what would be most incredible to anyone unfamiliar with Chameleos’s, which was named after the owner’s home planet, was the crowd gathered at the front, a mob of races that would suffice as a mini-census of the Godstar Galaxy. There were Jopies, their willowy limbs and broad-padded fingers an aquamarine hue, and Blights, shadows seeming to waft off the crests of their uncovered scalps, Kleftors, standing a head taller than the rest of the crowd, and Dynastians, one of the oldest races in the explored portion of the universe. Plenty of humans milled about as well, craning their necks to try to catch the attention of one of the bouncers. Of course, there were no Jackals or Gremolins—even Bar Chameleos didn’t attract their ilk.  
 
    The crowd was controlled by two enormous Bronzians, their thick arms crossed over their broad chests. From time to time, one of them would nod in someone’s general direction and the throng would part to allow the lucky winner to pass by and enter the bar. If Vee didn’t know better, it would appear as if the bouncers were selecting at random.  
 
    “Why so much attention for this dive?” Miranda asked, but Vee ignored her, enjoying having the upper hand.  
 
    “What did Dacre steal from the Alliance?” Vee asked, not looking at Miranda.  
 
    “Like I said, you don’t have the clear—” 
 
    Vee spun rapidly and grabbed Miranda’s metallic collar. “You want me to find Dacre? I need something to work with. And this particular crewmember won’t agree to this insane mission without knowing all the details. So tell me or we might as well give up now.” 
 
    Miranda chewed her lip, considering. “Fine. You’d find out eventually anyway. It’s an artifact. An amulet. Magical, of course. Infused eons ago.” 
 
    Vee cocked her head to the side. She should have known. Dacre loved magical lore. His eyes would always light up when he spoke of the history of magical artifacts. He knew the names and histories of hundreds of them, as well as their locations. He’d also talked about how the Alliance had possession of many of the rarest ones, including at least three of the Five prime artifacts. If the particular amulet of which Miranda spoke was infused with magic eons ago, that could only mean one thing. “This artifact…it is prime?” 
 
    Miranda nodded slowly. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “It’s called Amplify.” 
 
    By the godstars…he did it. Dacre had joked about stealing a prime artifact from the Alliance on numerous occasions. But he was just being silly, or so she’d thought. Prime artifacts were rare and rarer. Though information on them was hazy at best, it was assumed that a mage could gain thousands of MAG/EXP points by using one. Some even believed they could earn hundreds of thousands of points, enough to level up Classes with a single spell. That was the main reason the Alliance collected them. Not to use them—although that wasn’t out of the question—but to ensure mages couldn’t get their hands on them. The Alliance wanted—no, needed—to control users of magic. That was the whole point of the MAG/EXP counters they’d created. It was a control system, ensuring that registered mages were unable to cast powerful spells before the Alliance had decreed them experienced enough to use them. The MAG/EXP couldn’t stop them, of course, but at least it gave them a mechanism within the law for sentencing and imprisoning those mages who refused to obey. If any untrained mage could level up by casting a few spells using artifacts… It will break the whole system, Vee thought.  
 
    The concentrated magical energy stored inside a prime artifact was also supposed to be highly volatile. Very powerful for spell casting, but with the potential to literally blow up in one’s face. Some said the Dynastians had created them, while others believed the Gremolins had. However, the majority thought the godstars themselves had left the Five to be found. Regardless, it was well known that the art of making such tools had been lost centuries ago, if it had ever existed in the first place.  
 
    To gain an entire Class with one spell… Vee thought, salivating at the notion.  
 
    But Dacre had never cared about leveling up the way she had. For him, it had been all about the journey, not the destination. He loved magic-craft more than anyone she’d ever met.  
 
    There were dozens of other questions she wanted to ask Miranda now, but she held them at bay.  
 
    Instead she pressed a button and the door opened upward. Dozens of heads turned in her direction as she stepped out, a crease opening in the throng almost by instinct. Anyone with the Vectors to cruise around in a hoverlimo must surely be important enough to move to the front of the line.  
 
    “Don’t try anything stupid,” Miranda said from behind her. “The tracker, remember?” 
 
    How could I forget? Vee thought wryly. Before processing the contract, Miranda had insisted the tracker be embedded in her skull. Not only would it transmit her location at all times to the Alliance, but it would send a jolt into her skull, incapacitating her, if she tried to remove it.  
 
    She said nothing, scanning the entrance to the bar.  
 
    The bouncers noticed her, frowning at first, but then breaking into broad smiles as they recognized her. One of them uncrossed his arms and motioned for her to come forward. Vee couldn’t help her own smile. There were plenty of reasons coming back to the Arch made her uncomfortable, but this wasn’t one of them.  
 
    “Follow me,” she said to Miranda and Minnow. Miranda protested, but Vee was already passing through the mob. More than once she heard someone whisper, “It’s that mage from the Miss Universe Pageant!” Oh godstars, is that forever who I will be now? She ignored her surroundings and soldiered on. 
 
    When she reached the beefy Bronzians, who had a few inches on even Minnow, the one on the left said, “Verity Toya. It’s been too long.” His voice was surprisingly high pitched, almost comedically so.  
 
    “Goff. It’s damn good to see you,” Vee said, embracing him. His hard skin was warm against her. She did the same with the other bouncer. “Rolf,” she said. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.” 
 
    “Yeh, a sight that’ll make ’em even sorer,” the man replied with a wink. Though most people saw the two men as huge statuesque barricades, Vee saw them as friends. She’d known them most of her life—they’d been working for Terry as long as she’d been alive. “Head inside. Terry’s holdin’ court as usual.” 
 
    Vee nodded, calling back over her shoulder, “Big guy’s with me. Not the mage. Or the load of soldiers.” 
 
    She smiled as she entered the bar, Miranda’s protests erupting behind her.  
 
    She stopped just inside, scanning the joint, which hadn’t changed at all since her last visit, two years earlier. The actual bar, a hovering slab of stone, glowed green, then red, then yellow, a constantly changing miasma of fluorescence that mirrored the steady output of drinks from real, live mixers. The owner refused to upgrade to bots, which, Vee believed, was one of many reasons for his success. Bots could do a lot these days, but not everything. The drinks were served in a variety of forms, from fluted shots to steaming goblets. Each contained at least a small amount of liquid aura, but all were diluted to some degree. Even still, Vee could smell it, almost taste it on the tip of her tongue. Her mouth watered, and she felt a strong pull toward the bar to order the purest of pure that they had, to drown in the stuff. She took a step in that direction, but someone grabbed her arm and held her back.  
 
    She turned toward Minnow, fire in her eyes.  
 
    He released her, raising his hands over his head. “Cool off,” he said. “You already burned me once.” 
 
    Vee took a deep breath. Controlling her magic had never been so…difficult. “I’m sorry. And thanks. This is harder than I thought it would be.” 
 
    “I get it,” Minnow said. “I want to drink too. But we can’t. We have to be stronger than the pull. I’ll help you if you’ll help me.” 
 
    Vee almost laughed at that. Minnow was her rock. She doubted he needed her help. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    She scanned the walls, which changed colors like everything else in the bar. A wave of nostalgia hit her at the old posters of space rock bands she used to listen to, most of them signed and hanging next to photos of the rock stars posing next to Terry.  
 
    Speaking of whom… The owner himself was standing on a hoverplatform in the center of the space. Patrons passed him their colorful drinks and he breathed on them, the colors changing, flaring bright orange or deep blue, glowing white or darkening to shadow-black. The color of the man’s skin mimicked the drinks, drawing appreciative applause and murmurs from the crowd.  
 
    Vee rolled her eyes but smiled. He was the same old Terry, using a skill he was born with, that was as easy for him as breathing or walking, to make a few thousand Vectors a day. He, of course, lived in one of the mansions on the southern tip of the island, just like her father. They were next-door neighbors, in fact. 
 
    He was a Chameleot, a dwindling race that hailed from Godstar V, a system just shy of the edge of the Outer Reaches. Chameleots weren’t really travelers, and certainly not this far from home, which made the man an attraction. Hence the need to pay Goff and Rolf such healthy salaries for their services.  
 
    Speaking of which…the commotion out front was getting louder. Vee knew she didn’t have much time before things turned nasty, as they usually did when Miranda Petros was involved. She whistled once, and the sound might’ve been lost amongst the noise and clamor, but Chameleots were also known to have spectacular hearing.  
 
    Terry’s long-snouted head turned in her direction, his eyes brightening to pink as he recognized her. “Show’s over,” he hollered, drawing a chorus of Awwws from his devoted customers. He vanished, and they gasped, heads turning to and fro to try to figure out what had happened to him.  
 
    Vee shook her head again, making her way toward a private alcove guarded by yet another Bronzian. When the big man saw her, he stepped aside to let her pass. This one, however, didn’t smile. Huff had never been her biggest fan. He saw her comings and goings as disloyal, and she couldn’t disagree. “Nice to see you,” she said robotically as she passed, but he didn’t respond.  
 
    To most, the plush space set with three couches surrounding a bronze table would appear empty. Not to Vee. She’d known Terry long enough to see through his tricks. While his customers had gawked at the empty space on the hoverplatform where he’d stood a moment earlier, she’d watched the air ripple as he’d leapt to the ceiling, his sticky fingers and toes suctioning to the surface as his body changed color instantly to blend in. While she’d walked toward the alcove, she’d seen him skitter overhead, dropping into the space a moment before she passed Huff. Now he was sitting on a red couch, part of his body colored the same, while the rest mimicked the look and color of the five or six pillows stuffed behind him while he lounged.  
 
    “Hullo, Terry,” she said.  
 
    “Heya, kid. What brings you to my little slice of paradise?” 
 
    Terry wasn’t usually one for small talk, so she cut right to the chase. “A job.” 
 
    “I already have one of them. A quite lucrative one.” 
 
    “You must get bored doing the same old bar tricks for the same old fools, day after day after day.” 
 
    From behind her, Minnow whispered, “Where is he?” as he squinted over her shoulder. It didn’t surprise Vee that her friend couldn’t yet spot the chameleon—it had taken her years herself. The key was to not look for him, but for the displacement of air.  
 
    “The couch,” she said.  
 
    “Who’s your friend?” Terry asked, sitting up, his color changing perfectly to keep him hidden from most eyes. His hand darted to the table, snatching a vine of grapes from a bowl. The grapes instantly changed color to match their surroundings, disappearing into thin air.  
 
    Minnow leaned forward and frowned.  
 
    “We worked together at that security company I told you about last time.” 
 
    “Worked?” Terry said, emphasizing the past tense. He was a keenly intelligent man—subtleties were rarely lost on him.  
 
    “I know you’ve seen the holo-news, Ter.” 
 
    “Of course I did. The entire galaxy did. I screamed, ‘I know her!’ when I saw you take out that last Jackal. Riveting stuff. Every holo-news company this side of Godstar III was looking to interview you. Too bad none of them could find you. Until now, that is.” 
 
    Finally, Terry appeared in true form, and the breath rushed out of Minnow. “Amazing,” he said.  
 
    Terry was much like any other Chameleot, with long, thin legs and arms and webbed feet and hands. His skin was a milky white—a blank canvas, he liked to call it—and his eyes wide and round, protruding from his scalp above a long snout that curled slightly up when he smiled. He wore a camouflage vest and pants. He kept both of his holstered blasters hidden from Minnow, though Vee could just make out the edges, if only because she knew to look for them. Vee could count on one hand the number of times she’d seen him without his weapons.  
 
    “What’s the job?” he said. “And what does it have to do with me?” 
 
    “I’m recruiting,” Vee said. “You’re on my list.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my first question.” 
 
    That was a tougher one. Vee knew she needed to frame it the right way to catch his attention. Terry had more money than he’d ever need in ten lifetimes. She would have to pander to another desire of his. Adventure. It was the whole reason he’d set off from Chameleos years ago, taking odd jobs well-suited to a man of his…skillset…until finally settling down on the Arch.  
 
    “A manhunt that will take us across the galaxy,” she said. 
 
    “Bounty hunting?” He yawned. “Pass.” 
 
    “The man stole a rare magical artifact,” she added, slowly building her case. 
 
    The small round ears on either side of his head perked up at that, though he pretended disinterest. “I haven’t heard anything about a museum heist,” he said. “Must not be that rare of an artifact.” 
 
    “That’s because it wasn’t stolen from a museum. The artifact is dangerous, so the Alliance was keeping it safe.” 
 
    “Not that safe,” he said, but despite his feigned boredom, she could sense his keen interest now.  
 
    “It’s a prime artifact.” 
 
    Terry yawned, but she could see his ears twitch again.  
 
    “The thief is believed to be the same man who cleaned out the Magical Reserve Bank of Archimedes,” she said casually.  
 
    “What?” he said, his color changing rapidly before returning to normal. “Color me interested.” 
 
    “Good. Because we have to find this guy. He’s working with the Jackals.” 
 
    “Wait. Are you saying the attack on Maxion is linked to these other thefts?” 
 
    Vee nodded, already gathering her thoughts on how to reply to his next question, which she’d already anticipated.  
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Because I took a job.” 
 
    “For who?” There was ice in his voice now.  
 
    Terry was no friend to the Alliance, Vee knew. Several times they’d tried to collect additional taxes from him. In the end, they’d struck a deal, but the grudge was still there. He’d been one of the few people she knew who’d tried to talk her out of entering the Mage Academy. “For the Alliance. They want me to find the man working with the Jackals.” 
 
    Terry showed his teeth, which receded from the tip of his snout all the way to the back of his jaw. “I’m not working for the Alliance. Not for all the Vectors in the universe.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to work with me.” 
 
    Terry scoffed. “Sounds like the same damn thing.” 
 
    “It’s not. Whatever the Jackals are planning with this man, it’s not good. With that much aura and a prime artifact to boot…” She left the rest of the sentence unfinished, hanging in the silence.  
 
    Terry stared at her, slowly shaking his head. “What sort of fool would crawl into bed with the Jackals? They’re dangerous as Hole.” He paused, licking his lips with a long pink tongue. “Wait a minute. Why you? Why did the Alliance hire you to find this man? Just because you saved a bunch of morons at some stupid pageant?” 
 
    “Because I know the man they suspect of stealing the artifact. It’s Dacre Avvalon.” 
 
    “Godstars save us all,” the Chameleot muttered, vanishing into thin air.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “You pull a stunt like that again and the deal’s off,” Miranda growled once they were back in the hoverlimo.  
 
    Vee fired a glare in her direction. “We have a contract. And anyway, I already told you, I pick my crew. If we had marched in there with an Alliance mage and a dozen soldiers, there’s no way Terry would’ve agreed to join the mission.” 
 
    “So he signed on?” 
 
    Dammit. “Not exactly, but—” 
 
    “No buts. We are out of time. Vehicle, head back to the launch—” 
 
    “No,” Vee interrupted, gritting her teeth. Her fingertips tingled as they heated up, but then cooled a moment later. She toppled from her seat, her entire body feeling empty, devoid of bones and muscle. I’m an empty husk, she thought. She couldn’t even keep her eyes open.  
 
    “She’s not due for another shot for at least three hours,” Vee heard Miranda say. The world began to drift. 
 
    “Well she needs one now,” Minnow said. She felt his big hand on her head, his fingers stroking her hair. “Hang on, Vee, you’re going to be just fine. Give it to me.” Everything was so fuzzy now, like a holoscreen on the fritz.  
 
    Something pinched her arm and then she felt a warm sensation, and then— 
 
    She sat bolt upright, her eyes flashing open. Everything was suddenly so clear, like rays of sunshine highlighting dewdrops on a rose petal. She could see the veins in Miranda’s eyes as the woman stared at her, a small vial of pure clamped between her fingers. She could see the individual tendons rippling beneath the skin of Minnow’s arms as he withdrew the syringe from her vein, his expression laced with concern.  
 
    Vee felt supercharged, like she could move mountains, drain the oceans, fly across the galaxy and smash a fiery hole through Dacre’s chest with only a thought.  
 
    “Vee,” Minnow said. Then again: “Vee.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said, forcing herself to breathe deeply. “It’s the aura. It’s…strong.” 
 
    “How much did you give her?” Miranda asked, an accusation in her tone. 
 
    “Less than a mil,” Minnow said.  
 
    “Doesn’t make sense. She should be coming down. Look at her pupils—they’re fully dilated.” 
 
    “I said I’m okay,” Vee repeated, unclenching her fists when she realized her fingernails were biting into her palms. Spots of blood appeared where they’d broken the skin. “And I know we’re short on time, but I need to make another stop.” 
 
    Miranda sighed. “Fine. But make it quick.” 
 
    “Vehicle, head to the southernmost tip of the island.” 
 
    “Which residence?” 
 
    “Bungalow One.” 
 
    Vee settled back into her cushy seat, desperately trying to remain calm, to not give any outward indication that she was in distress. She didn’t need Minnow worrying or Miranda questioning her decision to hire her for this job. Contract or no, the Alliance could find a way to wriggle out of the deal if they really wanted to. Hole, they practically owned the Godstar Galaxy these days.  
 
    The short flight south was smooth, the air clear of turbulence as the sun shone upon the large island. The further south they traveled, the narrower the stretch of land became, until they could see the ocean on both sides. The waters around the island were red this time of year, blooms of phosphorescent algae spawning and floating to the surface, collecting the local godstar’s rays. Vee’s stomach and chest grew tighter and tighter with each minute, like an enormous snake was winding itself around her, squeezing the breath from her lungs.  
 
    “Vee?” Minnow said at one point.  
 
    She waved him off, unable to speak. This time, it wasn’t the potency of the liquid aura affecting her. No, this was the ghost of her own poor decisions and selfishness. 
 
    She managed to swallow the knot in her throat just as the hoverlimo turned onto a short drive that ended in a broad cul-de-sac. Palm trees were favored on the generous front lawns, each of which were manicured to perfection, their landscaper bots kept busy for much of the year. Vee spotted Terry’s place, a white stucco façade over a hidden tritonium structure that could withstand a small nuclear explosion.  
 
    Her own house—well, her father’s house—was constructed of stone harvested from Bronzea, carved in Trago, and imported to the Arch. Its gabled roof was made of marble sheets hatted with fired and glazed clay shingles formed into miniature waves. Several of the windows were stained glass, and when the sun hit them in the morning it was like waking up to pure beauty. The beachside villa was her father’s gift to himself after his third new and previously undiscovered finding, one that landed him on the cover of Space Scientists Weekly, a popular holo-periodical with subscribers numbering well into the billions.  
 
    The hoverlimo slowed to a stop and then gently set itself down.  
 
    Vee didn’t move.  
 
    “Umm,” Miranda said, tapping her holowatch.  
 
    “Give me a sec.” 
 
    “Is it the aura?” Minnow asked. “Did I give you too much?” 
 
    There was no easy way to explain the last five years of history. Yes, Minnow had been a part of some of it, but not this part. In the time she spent away from her job, this was her reality.  
 
    Miranda huffed in frustration and jammed the heel of her hand on a button, sending the door skyward. A light breeze wafted in, warm and humid.  
 
    Vee breathed in, letting the air out just as the house’s front door lifted open and a tiny form emerged, charging out on legs that were so much stronger and steadier than the last time she’d seen them. The small pigtailed figure bounded through the landscaping and onto the small grass hill, falling once, righting herself, and continuing until she reached the vehicle just as Vee stepped out, crouching to take the girl into her arms.  
 
    By the godstars, she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.  
 
    And I’m the ugliest. 
 
    “Vee, you’re home!” the little girl said, all of three years, six months, and eighteen days old. Not that Vee was counting. Not that she knew she’d been away from her for one year, ten months and four days.  
 
    “Vee?” Minnow said as she held her little girl. “Who is this?” 
 
    My daughter, she thought, words she could never say. Tears pricked at her eyes, her vision blurring. My daughter with Dacre Avvalon, the very man we are hunting. 
 
    “We’re sisters, silly,” the little girl said, pulling herself free of Vee’s arms. The embrace was too short by a million lightyears. “I’m Ava.” She stuck out a hand the way her grandfather had taught her to, fearless even in the presence of an enormous Minot man who could barely squeeze his way from the hoverlimo.  
 
    “Minnow,” he said with a broad smile, his bear-like hand swallowing hers whole. The tiny girl who now looked so grown up clamped her fist around one of his meaty fingers and dragged him forward. “Me and Daddy made the yummiest blood orange juice. Wanna try it?” 
 
    Ava had only known a few words the last time Vee had seen her. Now she was speaking in full sentences. Those were months she would never get back, experiences lost to her the moment she walked away. And yet…she knew she would make those same mistakes again, destined to relive the same cycle over and over again, watching as her daughter grew up in frozen flashes. 
 
    Vee surreptitiously brushed the tears from her cheeks and nodded toward Minnow, who said, “I would love to.” 
 
    Miranda peered out from the vehicle, a frown creasing her forehead, her eyes boring into Vee. She’s a lot of things, but not blind. She knows.  
 
    Vee turned away. “Stay here. You’re not welcome in my home,” she said.  
 
    “Don’t be long,” Miranda said, just as several other vehicles flew up the drive. Soldiers poured out, surrounding the property.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “What is going on, Verity?” 
 
    Only her father could speak her name in a way that made her feel so happy and so sad at the same time. The happiness was in the familiarity in his voice, a man who had been her best friend for as long as she could remember. The sadness was in the twinge of disappointment that was always there. Disappointment in her. In her choices. In how far she’d fallen. He wore it like a second skin.  
 
    Ava was busily running about, dragging Minnow with her, showing him her toys. She had plenty of them, many of them bought by the Vectors Vee sent home each month. As if they make up for anything, she thought, knowing full well her father could provide for Ava without her assistance. She reached out and ran her finger along the edge of a holoscreen projecting an image of her mother. She wore baggy neothene pants and an unprinted shirt to go along with an unreadable expression. Vee knew her mother had her demons, the memories of combat that she could never seem to shake, even when she was on leave from the Corps and home with her family.  
 
    Why doesn’t Mother hear me when I talk sometimes? It was a question six-year-old Vee had asked her father.   
 
    Her father had scooped her up and placed her on his knee. She’s seen many things. Sometimes those things reappear when she least expects it. 
 
    Oh. Well, maybe I can give her new memories to take with her.  
 
    “The innocence of children,” she thought, watching her mother’s image fade, only to be replaced by a new one. Her mother still had that faraway look as she’d turned back for a final wave to Vee and her father, but there was something else in her eyes—the steely glint of determination. Vee wondered if it was how she had looked as the Jackals descended on the pageant two days ago.  
 
    Two days. Is that really all it’s been. It felt like a lifetime.  
 
    And then Ava was by her side. “Mother was beautiful, wasn’t she?” Vee’s daughter said, her eyes full of wonder as she stared up at the holo-image, which had changed once more. It was an image Vee had memorized long ago, a shot taken before she was born—her parents on their wedding day. Her father was in his fanciest neosuit, silver bands shimmering on his cuffs and along the creases of his finely pressed pants. Her mother was in dress uniform, two medallions pinned to her left breast and winking in the sunlight. They were on the beach on Archimedes and they were so happy.  
 
    “Yes,” Vee said. “She was.” 
 
    “Why did the stars take her?” Ava asked. The earnestness in her tone was breathtaking, but Vee didn’t allow herself the luxury of tears. She owed her daughter some level of protection from the harsh galaxy they lived in.  
 
    “She was a hero. She saved many lives by giving her own.” And she’s your grandmother, not mother. And she would’ve been so proud of you. And she should’ve had the chance to meet you. All these things, both the spoken and unspoken, were true. Harmony Toya had been killed by a Mech from the fabricated planet of Arturo, in Godstar VI. The tech-loving Arturians had refused to join the Alliance when it was formed twenty-six years ago, starting a war that continued to flare up every so often. The Arturians weren’t dissimilar to humans, except they were known to hate magic-users—none of their kind were genetically disposed to processing aura—something that had only steeled Harmony’s resolve to defeat them, something Vee hadn’t understood until she was much older. Her mother’s death had been a major factor in her decision to join the Academy. Not that any of that mattered anymore. Not unless she could locate her daughter’s father and claim her reward. 
 
    Her own selfishness was a wildfire burning through her. 
 
    “Why are you here?” her father asked. “Alliance soldiers have created a perimeter around my home.” His use of the word my wasn’t lost on Vee. She truly felt like a stranger in the place that had once been hers too.  
 
    She turned toward him. They’d hugged briefly as she entered the house, but it had been a fleeting, robotic gesture that was more out of habit than affection. She’d avoided his probing gaze ever since, but now she faced him head on, his sharp green eyes probing in that scientist way of his. His beard was flecked with gray, she noticed, matching the salt and pepper sprinkled across his thick hair. It suits him, she thought. “You saw me on the holonews,” she said. It wasn’t a question, so she didn’t wait for an answer. “The Jackal dart caused me to OD on aura. Minnow too. He’s lucky to be alive. The Alliance is helping us…work things out.” 
 
    “In exchange for what?” Her father knew the way things worked. Nothing was free, certainly not when it came to the Alliance. Her mother had taught them both that. 
 
    “They want me to find someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The ice mage who robbed the Archimedes Reserve two days ago.” 
 
    “Who?” he repeated. He hated being managed. He was a man of science. Questions and answers were his religion.  
 
    “Dacre Avvalon.” 
 
    There was no surprise in his expression, as if he expected the answer before she’d spoken it. “I see.” 
 
    “Uncle Dacre?” Ava said, and Vee closed her eyes. It had been her decision—one her father had vehemently disagreed with—to expose her daughter to her biological father. Not in person, of course; as far as Vee knew, Dacre had no idea of Ava’s existence. But they did show her holoimages, always referring to him as ‘Uncle Dacre.’ 
 
    “Yes, I need to find your uncle,” Vee said. “He’s made some mistakes. He needs to make up for them.” 
 
    “Like when I broke Daddy’s priceless Bronzian vase and he made me glue it back together?” 
 
    Vee hadn’t heard that story yet. She’d missed so much already. And she was only going to miss more. Then stay, you fool. Why did you run away from your responsibility? Why did you run away from the most beautiful thing you’ve ever been a part of? Because your heart was broken by a bastard named Dacre Avvalon? Because you hate being tied down? Why, dammit!? Why!? 
 
    If she could answer those questions, maybe she would be able to stay. Maybe she would be able to tell her daughter the truth and do the right thing and grow up.  
 
    I will, she thought. Just as soon as I find Dacre. It was an easy lie to tell herself. After one excuse, there was always another. 
 
    “Something like that,” her father said, answering Ava’s question when she didn’t. “But your sister didn’t come back just to tell us that. Are you here for Terry?” 
 
    “Yes. He said no.” 
 
    Her father nodded. “I’m not surprised. He likes his life here.” Vee tried to detect whether it was a loaded statement, but no, it was just a fact.  
 
    “That’s not the only reason I’m here,” she said. “I need your help with a problem. Ava, why don’t you show Minnow your pets.”  
 
    The Minot caught her gaze and she could see him reading her mind the way he always did on the job. He nodded. “Yes, show me, little one,” he said. Ava’s eyes lit up and she pulled him toward the stairs to the second floor.  
 
    Vee remembered something: “Hold on,” she said. Ava turned, her face scrunching up into a this-better-be-important face. “I have something for you.” 
 
    “Like a gift?” There was a hint of anticipation in her tone. 
 
    “You think I would forget?” The last time she was here, Vee asked her daughter what she wanted before she left. Now, she felt her father’s eyes on her face, and could already hear his familiar words—you spoil her—but she ignored it. This was her chance to do something motherly, to fulfill her beautiful daughter’s wish.  
 
    Ava rushed to her and Vee extracted a small box from her pocket. She’d found the creature on Infinity, one of Plinth’s many moons. She and Minnow had been with the rest of the crew, working a holo-concert featuring the galaxy’s most famous holo-rock group. She had to admit, the show had been spectacular—one of the better events she’d been a part of. They’d had to break up several fights, but overall it was an uneventful job, much to Minnow’s chagrin. He’d been hoping to have the opportunity to fire a rocket or two from his shoulder launcher.  
 
    In any case, after the show they’d bounced along the broad, half-gravity streets looking for a place to waste the Vectors they’d earned. That’s when she’d spotted the tiny, worm-like creature. It was glowing slightly, making its way across the street, a dangerous maneuver that would likely get it squashed by oblivious feet.  
 
    Vee had shrieked with excitement as she’d scooped up the little creature. It was exactly what Ava had requested the last time she’d left. Vee had kept it in darkness until now, which had made the worm slip into hibernation, not requiring food or water while it slept.  
 
    Now, the girl peered at it with wonder in her eyes. “That’s a plant worm?” she asked, sounding doubtful. She’d likely already seen thousands of pictures and videos on the galactosphere, but things were always different in person.  
 
    “Yep. If you give it a patch of dirt, and plenty of water and sunlight, it’ll one day grow into the most famous flower in the galaxy.” 
 
    “I’ll take good care of it,” Ava promised, closing the lid on the tiny box. She held it tightly in one hand and resumed dragging Minnow upstairs with the other.  
 
    When she was alone with her father, Vee said, “The Alliance is willing to do more than help me with my aura problem,” she said. “They’ll reinstate me into the Academy if I can apprehend Dacre.” 
 
    “That’s great,” her father said, though his voice was flat.  
 
    “I thought that’s what you wanted.” 
 
    “I want you to take responsibility for your actions.” There was no anger in his tone, which almost made the comment sting more. Her father was a logical man. Logic was truth, which usually hurt more than anger-filled insults. 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “You think Ava would be better off with me?” 
 
    “Not at present. But perhaps someday.” My little star-born mage. Those words felt like they were spoken from another world, not from the memories that had once been hers. 
 
    “Someday…” That word felt hollow, a dying, unreachable star. 
 
    “Now let’s talk about your other problem. What is it?” 
 
    The disappointment was gone from his tone, replaced by his scientist voice, the one that was eager for knowledge, to solve the mysteries of the universe.  
 
    “It’s my MAG/EXP counter,” she said. “Ever since I was hit by the dart, it’s been going haywire.” 
 
    “Haywire? Speak in facts, not meaningless garble.” It wasn’t intended as a reprimand, she knew, but it still felt like one.  
 
    “I’ve been gaining points. A lot of them.” 
 
    “You used your magic in a real-life situation. That’s the way the counters are meant to work. They reward you more for true use of magic than when you’re just practicing. Otherwise all of the mages in the Academy would be Class 5s in less than a year.” 
 
    She understood that, but there was the other thing… “I created my own aura,” she blurted out.  
 
    Her father’s brow creased, accentuating the additional wrinkles that had formed since the last time she’d visited. “Created? I don’t understand. You mean you processed the energy.” 
 
    Vee shook her head. She could hardly make sense of it in her own head. “No, it wasn’t like that. I know how that feels. This was different. I was drained. Completely. There was no aura in me. I was suffering from withdrawal symptoms. Miran—the warrior mage from the Alliance was baiting me, trying to get me to sign the contract to help them in exchange for a hit of pure. I needed it, Dad. I was weak.” She paused, the familiar word sounding…off…to her ears. She realized she hadn’t called him that in a long time.  
 
    “You’ve never been weak, Verity. That’s your mother’s influence.” 
 
    She felt dragonflies in her stomach. Coming from her father, it was no small compliment. “Well, this time I was. But then…” 
 
    “You created aura from nothing.” 
 
    “Yes, like Magic McGee.” 
 
    Her father’s eyes narrowed slightly. He had never been the biggest fan of those he considered to be lazy, wasting their life away. People like McGee, living on the streets. Instead of commenting on the man, however, he simply asked, “How?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know. I was angry. Pissed off at the way I was being used.” 
 
    “Who is this Alliance mage? Not a stranger to you, I presume.” 
 
    Godstars, her father was so perceptive it was uncanny. “She was a classmate from the Academy. The woman Dacre…you know…” 
 
    Her father’s jaw tightened. “And she’s here? Outside?” 
 
    Vee nodded slowly. “But don’t do anything, okay? This is my chance to undo my mistakes.” Vee knew she’d overreacted back in the Academy on that day she’d opened the door to Dacre’s bunkroom to find them on the bed together. Too close—far too close. That overreaction had cost her a dream.  
 
    “I just want to talk to her.” 
 
    “Dad, no. Please. Let me do this my way.” 
 
    To her surprise, her father smiled. It was the first time she’d seen him do that in a while. “Stubborn too. You get that from me.” He took her hand, running his finger over her thumb for a long second. He dropped it and the moment vanished. “Something is happening to you, that much is clear. The overdose of aura started a chain reaction of some kind. There’s probably nothing wrong with your MAG/EXP counter. How close are you to Class 4?” 
 
    “Lightyears,” she said with a sigh. “But closer than I was a few days ago.” 
 
    He nodded. “Whatever happens, be careful. I know we have our differences, but you must come back to us. If not for me, for your little girl.” 
 
    It was an impossible promise to make, but Vee wouldn’t begrudge her father this one thing, even if they both knew it was a lie. “I will.” 
 
    At that very moment, Ava bounded down the stairs with Minnow thumping just behind her. Perched on his shoulders were a variety of strange-looking creatures, most of them amphibious in nature. He shrugged, and the expression was so normal Vee couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “It’s time to go,” she said. “Goodbye…sister.”  
 
    She felt her heart break just a little more. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Took you long enough,” Miranda said when they reentered the hoverlimo. Soldiers were backing away from the house, their rifles on a swivel as if an attack was imminent, even in the quiet, wealthy neighborhood. What are they so worried about? Vee wondered. 
 
    “Shall I go back in for a cup of tea?” 
 
    “Funny. I never knew you to be a comedian back at the Academy.” 
 
    Vee felt a flare of anger. How dare this woman speak of the Academy? Before she knew what she was doing, Vee made a throwing motion with her hand, tracing the glyph as her hand cut through the narrow space inside the vehicle.  
 
    Sphere. 
 
    A fireball shot from her fingertips and Vee immediately saw how it would end: with her in an Alliance prison, once more destroying the only chance she had at living the life she wanted.  
 
    The Class 5 mage, however, seemed prepared for the attack, forming the counterspell in the air even as Vee was formulating her own glyph. The fireball stopped, the flames fanned by a wall of air that rose between them. With a roar, Miranda sent the fire back at Vee and she ducked, flames exploding all around her. If not for her natural immunity to fire, she would’ve likely been roasted alive. Thankfully, Minnow had not yet entered the vehicle and he fell back even as Miranda dove past him to safety.  
 
    Vee, orange and red flames reflecting in her eyes as the fire surrounded her, hesitated, watching the limo burn. She hoped it wasn’t foreshadowing what would become of her life.  
 
    Then she stepped out casually, striding away in the direction the others had retreated. A powerful force hit her from behind as the vehicle exploded, but she held it off with a quick spell—Shield—as metal shrapnel fell around her, glancing off the invisible, superheated force that surrounded her.  
 
    From the doorway, she saw her father and daughter staring, openmouthed. She waved. Yes, I am a freak show. But at least I’m not Miranda. 
 
    “I hope you were insured?” she said to Miranda, who was lying on the grass with her hand shielding her face.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The new hoverlimo was much the same as the old, except now they had to share it with half a dozen soldiers who looked as green as the grass on her father’s lawn. Their luggage, which was minimal, was jam-packed in the trunk.  
 
    Vee ignored Miranda’s scowl, inspecting her MAG/EXP counter. 100,003, it read. A trickle of points continued to flow into it. 100,008, 100,021, 100,054. It finally stopped at 100,103. She was a third of the way to the 300,000 points required to level up to Class 4, a feat that had, not so long ago, felt like a spacedream.  
 
    “You managed to torch our ride, yet your crew still stands at two, including you,” Miranda said. “I should end this now and arrest you.” 
 
    “Yet the situation remains unchanged,” Vee said, relishing this moment. “You need me.” She knew Miranda was only using her, but still… 
 
    “Enough. You had your chance. The starship is waiting at the launch field. Two of my soldiers will fill out your team just fine.” 
 
    Vee smiled, for she’d already noticed what no one else in the limo had. As usual, it was the slight ripple of air around the edges that gave him away. “Three, you mean. You said my crew stands at two, but we’re at three the last time I checked.” 
 
    “If this is meant to be another one of your pathetic jokes…” 
 
    “It’s not,” a voice said from above, on the limo’s ceiling.  
 
    Half a dozen soldiers fumbled at half a dozen weapons, angling them toward where the sound had arisen. Miranda’s finger was in the air, prepared to form a spell.  
 
    “Tsk tsk,” Terry said, appearing in his full chameleonesque glory, his suction-cup fingers and toes splayed against the limo’s velvet lining. “So quick to violence. And I thought I was an honored guest.” 
 
    “What changed your mind?” Vee asked, curious. 
 
    Terry smiled, showing his needle-like teeth. “That fireball of yours back at the house. Nothing tingles my spine more than a little random destruction.” 
 
    “I think we’re going to get along just fine,” Minnow said, grinning. 
 
    “Thanks,” Vee said, surprised by the emotion in her own voice.  
 
    “Don’t mention it. Now let’s find that jerk ex of yours and melt his brains or whatever you’re planning to do to him.” 
 
    “We’re looking to capture him,” Miranda said. “No one will be melting brains.” 
 
    “I guess she’s the buzzkill of the group,” Terry said, somersaulting into the only free seat, crammed between Miranda—who recoiled sharply—and Minnow—who grinned before vanishing, his body camouflaged as Terry touched him. “Sorry about that, big fella. I get carried away sometimes.”  
 
    Minnow reappeared, still smiling. “Sorry about what?” he asked, none the wiser.  
 
    Vee shook her head and smiled. Things were finally looking up. Her trip to the planet of misfits had been well worth it.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Company 
 
      
 
    Terry was enjoying his time in the hoverlimo, vanishing and reappearing next to random soldiers, scaring the living void out of them.  
 
    Vee was enjoying watching.  
 
    After perhaps his tenth such prank, Miranda finally snapped, “Enough!” and slammed her hand down onto one of the unused entertainment consols.  
 
    “What’s got her unmentionables in a bunch?” Terry said, settling into his plush seat, instantly blending in with the dark leather.  
 
    “She’s pissed you took so long to jump on board,” Vee said.  
 
    “So long? It was, what, six hours?” 
 
    “Seven but felt like more.” 
 
    “Can’t a guy make an entrance anymore? Geez.” 
 
    “This mission is doomed,” Miranda muttered. “I’ve hired a company of idiots and morons.” 
 
    “Synonyms,” Minnow said. 
 
    Miranda sniffed. “What?” 
 
    “You called us both idiots and morons, which are essentially the same thing. That’s like me calling you a bitch and a snerfgobbler, which, in my language, have the same meaning.” 
 
    Miranda only shook her head, placing it in her hands and massaging the space between her brows with her fingertips.  
 
    Minnow grinned. Miranda was right. They were fools but damned talented ones. And Vee was glad to have them.  
 
    “The security sensors have detected a vehicle that is ninety-nine percent likely to be in pursuit,” the limo’s onboard system droned.  
 
    Miranda’s head snapped up from her palm, her eyes instantly clear and focused. “What sort of vehic—” she started to say, but her words were cut off as the limo’s warning lights began to flash. “Incoming! Evasive maneuvers required.” 
 
    Vee was thrown from her seat when the limo banked sharply to the left. She ended up sprawled across Minnow’s lap, only to be thrust back the opposite way when the vehicle rolled back to the right. A sound roared past, one she’d heard only in simulations back at the Academy, and more recently, when Minnow had fired his shoulder rocket at the pageant.  
 
    The limo leveled out just in time for the explosion, a percussive blast that left Vee’s ears ringing as the vehicle shuddered, flames passing around its tritonium-reinforced exterior. She fought to her feet, already summoning magic as she drew the mag-pistol Miranda had given her when she’d finally signed the contract.  
 
    Miranda had already opened a hatch in the roof and was aiming a mag-rifle she’d scooped up from a rack on the wall. Just as Vee moved to follow her topside, she saw a glyph bloom on the weapon’s spellscreen. Gust. A simple, but effective Class 2 spell that wouldn’t drain too much of the air mage’s magical reserves.  
 
    Vee popped her head through the hatch like a gopher just in time to see the pursuing vehicle, a hoverchaser typically used only by law enforcement, get blown off course by the blast of wind. In addition to its hovercraft capabilities, the chaser had a set of small wings, allowing it a greater level of agility while also being able to fly higher than other hover-vehicles. Not that it mattered now. The chaser careened into another vehicle, a hovercar speeding in the other direction, both spiraling to the ground in a shriek of metal, sparks flying.  
 
    In the dead chaser’s wake, three more chasers appeared, each heavily armored and fitted with wing launchers bristling with rockets, several of which shot forth, flames propelling them forward.  
 
    Miranda was working on her next spell when Vee finished her first. Ignite. A Class 1 spell Vee could’ve performed in her sleep, but she infused it with enough aura to fire off three shots, aiming just ahead of the path of the rockets. The first bullet sailed high, but caught one of the hoverchaser’s wings, which immediately caught on fire. The vehicle’s defenses kicked in, a spray of water spurting from a nozzle on the side, but the flames were unnatural, Vee’s signature purple flames eating their way through the metal. The chaser tilted awkwardly, nearly slamming into one of its companions before tumbling into a nosedive. 
 
    Meanwhile, one of Vee’s other magic-infused bullets had missed wildly, while the third’s aim had been true, its flames bursting around the edges of the center rocket, which exploded when the purple fire reached its core. 
 
    The force of the explosion was like a massive invisible hand shoving them forward, and Vee almost lost her balance, steadying herself with a hand on the edge of the limo’s roof. Miranda was less quick, too busy adding the finishing touches on an intricate Class 5 spell known as tornado, which would’ve likely drained all that was left of her aura and also ended the battle.  
 
    Instead, the warrior mage fell back, her finger accidentally squeezing her mag-rifle’s trigger. Bang! The weapon’s report was loud, confined to the limo’s interior, the bullet ratcheting off the ceiling an arm’s length away from where Vee was perched.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Beneath Vee, she saw bodies being thrown about, picked up like feathers by the powerful spell as it swirled about. The service bot was ripped from its track, clattering off Terry even as it asked the Chameleot whether he would like to enjoy an ice-cold beverage. Soldiers were tossed about like ragdolls, smashing into each other. Leather seats were ripped from their fittings, providing a small measure of protection to those who managed to grab one as they spiraled past. Even Minnow’s weight was no match for the spell, and Vee looked on as his body collided with Terry, then Miranda, then one of the male soldiers, whose eyes bulged like he’d been punched in the man-pillows.  
 
    Vee felt her own body being sucked into the vortex, but she managed to pull her legs above the melee, clinging to a fin on the hoverlimo’s sleek roof as the wind pummeled her. Thankfully, the other two rockets had been blown from the sky when her ignite spell had exploded the one in the center. Unfortunately, her attack hadn’t damaged the other two chasers in pursuit, each cutting sharply to the side to skirt the edges of the explosion. 
 
    Two more rockets roared from their moorings. Vee still had plenty of aura left in her reserves due to the healthy dose she’d received earlier, and she rapidly traced two defensive spells on her pistol’s spellscreen, connecting them with a magical bridge she’d learned in her third year at the Academy, just before she’d been kicked out. Combined, it was a solid Class 3 spell for Flame Shield, and as she squeezed the trigger the bullet shattered almost immediately, creating a circle of flames that loosely resembled the type of shield that might be used in hand-to-hand combat by battling space knights.  
 
    The dual rockets passed through the shield, but they were not unscathed, blowing up a moment later before they could reach the limo. Once again, however, the hoverchasers dodged the obstacle deftly, their pilots more than up to the challenge. Another rocket shot forth in a blaze of smoke and flames.  
 
    Vee prepared to cast another spell but lost her balance when the hoverlimo hit turbulence. She managed to catch herself but when she looked back at the rocket it had cut the distance in half and was now too close for comfort. Even a cheap, half-ass spell likely wouldn’t stop it in time. She braced herself, hoping it would miss but knowing it would not.  
 
    The hoverlimo started to turn, its warning sirens blaring louder than ever as it sensed the imminent blow it was about to take. Vee gritted her teeth and held on just as the rocket— 
 
    The hoverlimo dove suddenly and the rocket whooshed past, the heat from its tail flames washing across Vee’s skin as her stomach dropped. The mag-pistol slipped from her fingers as she scrabbled to cling to the limo’s frame.  
 
    The limo nearly hit one of the palm trees lining the road but swerved around it at the last possible second before rising back into its lane. A new warning droned from the speakers: You have violated three hovertraffic sky rules. Your fine is sixteen thousand Vectors. Please transmit the full amount within six business days to avoid penalty and potential loss of license to ride. 
 
    Vee glanced down intothe limo, trying to figure out what had happened. Most hovervehicles were programmed to follow the sky rules, so how had they managed such a maneuver?  
 
    She spotted Terry, who was clinging to one of the sides, his fingers playing with a microboard, the cover of which he’d torn open. Clever Chameleot, Vee thought. He’d hotwired the limo and appeared to be fully in control of it now, twisting and turning manual control levers as he stared out the window and tried to avoid crashing while the tornado caused by Miranda continued to swirl around him.  
 
    When Vee looked up again, she found the two hoverchasers behind them, having dropped out of traffic into the no-fly zone. Their pilots must’ve also overridden their vehicles’ safety protocols.  
 
    For the first time since the chase began, Vee felt her reserves of aura begin to dwindle. She could continue playing defense, using relatively weak spells to block her enemies’ rockets, or she could go on the offensive with a more powerful spell slightly above her level of training, but which she’d practiced in her spare time.  
 
    She would need something more powerful than a spell-pistol to process the tumultuous river of aura it would require. She shouted into the limo, “I need a mag-rifle!” 
 
    Miranda sailed past, but her eyes were closed. Unconscious, either from a blow she’d taken while being spun about by her own tornado, or because of how quickly she’d spent her aura. The reason didn’t matter—she was less than useless now.  
 
    “Minnow!” Vee shouted as her friend’s enormous frame flew by, glancing off one of the sides. The big fellow had managed to procure two of the leather seats and was holding them tight against his chest to protect himself from others—or perhaps, knowing his character, others from him.  
 
    “Kinda busy!” he shouted back, vanishing as he swept past.  
 
    Vee glanced back at the chasers, which were once more gaining on the limo, using their superior speed to close the gap. They’re going to give me less time to react when they fire their next volley, Vee thought.  
 
    Peering back inside the limo, she spotted Minnow once more as he tumbled past. He’d relinquished one of his leather cushions, somehow managing to replace it with a mag-rifle, which he thrust in her direction.  
 
    Vee missed it, her knuckles glancing clumsily off the stock.  
 
    Dammit! 
 
    The hoverchasers were a stone’s throw away now and closing fast. When they fired their rockets… 
 
    She was out of time, so she did something crazy, clamping her feet around the limo’s fin and dropping back inside, immediately buffeted by the tornadic winds that were only just beginning to slow, their energy spent. Her leg muscles strained, her feet’s hold on the fin slipping away.  
 
    And then Minnow was there, almost colliding with her but just missing, tossing the mag-rifle in her direction. She caught it with one hand, almost dropped it, but found purchase on the beveled barrel. With what physical strength she had left, she swung herself up and out of the limo, gasping with relief.  
 
    She could see the hoverchasers’ pilots through the domed glass of their cockpits. They wore intense expressions and she could sense their fingers on the launch buttons.  
 
    Screw that. 
 
    Vee scrawled a sloppy glyph on the mag-rifle’s spellscreen, something that would’ve earned her low marks back at the Academy, not to mention the demerits for performing a spell above her Class.  
 
    Superheat. It was a Class 4 spell she’d learned from a black-market book that had been snuck around from mage to mage in the Academy. Technically by using the spell she would be breaking the law, but she was out of options. It would have to be enough.  
 
    She pulled and held the trigger, the spell glowing brightly before vanishing to the ratatatat of bullets spraying from the barrel.  
 
    Verity almost collapsed from exhaustion but managed to clamp both hands on the fin and watch as multiple purple spots appeared on the metal frames of the pursuing chasers. The purple spots grew like a plague, covering the whole of the vehicles’ bodies, wings, and noses. 
 
    They began to fall apart piece by piece, the startled pilots not even having time to utter a scream as their bodies were consumed by the heat.  
 
    The last of Vee’s energy flagged, her fingers opening as she tried to angle her body in such a way that she would slump into the limo rather than tumbling to her death. I’m going to miss, she thought, surprised by the fact that she wasn’t scared, only resigned to her fate.  
 
    Powerful arms shot from the limo’s hatch, strong hands gripping her ankles. Just before she was dragged inside, she saw the flare of a final rocket as it shot from one of the crumbling chaser’s wings, which tilted at an odd angle, finally giving her a view of the symbol etched on its surface: 
 
    An “A” on the backdrop of a starship, rifles crossed in front. 
 
    The Alliance symbol.  
 
    What the void? Vee thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    One final crew member. You’re joking, right? Not so much. 
 
      
 
    The inside of the limo was a blur of bodies and debris; anything that wasn’t bolted down had been strewn around the cabin by Miranda’s Class 5 tornado spell.  
 
    Vee lay on her back, trying to shout a warning about the incoming missile while simultaneously trying to process the fact that an Alliance chaser had fired it, but she didn’t have the energy to form a single syllable. She felt cold and achy, like she’d caught a bad space flu.  
 
    The hoverlimo, however, was apparently still intact, its computerized voice scraping from the speakers. “Incoming!” it said.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Minnow muttered. “Vee? You all right?” 
 
    Finally, she found her voice. “Rocket. Alliance.” She closed her eyes as they were hit, the impact like meteors colliding in midair. Wind blasted her side and she managed to crack her eyes open in time to see three of the soldiers sucked through a ragged gash at the rear of the vehicle, their screams fading away as they vanished.  
 
    Minnow had one hand clamped tightly on an armrest and the other around her arm, holding her in place. On her opposite side, Terry was doing the same. The rest of the soldiers were in various positions, doing their best not to meet the same fate as their comrades. Miranda had been lucky: She was nestled in the crook between the limo’s bar and the wall, her arms flailing loosely over her head. A trickle of blood meandered its way from her forehead to her chin.  
 
    “Prepare for imminent emergency landing,” the limo said.  
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Minnow said through gritted teeth.  
 
    The onboard A.I. ignored him. “Please ensure safety straps are properly positioned and locked. Place your head between your knees and position your arms over—” 
 
    The voice disappeared as Terry threw a well-aimed glass bottle at the speaker, crumpling it like a tin can.  
 
    “Nice shot,” Minnow said as he eased his large frame across Vee.  
 
    “Don’t,” she tried to say, but her words were lost amidst a raucous crash. The vehicle shuddered, bouncing twice before settling into an even path, metal scraping across asphalt. Through the gash in the rear, Vee saw sparks and other vehicles and people and then— 
 
    They skidded to a stop, smoke roiling up through cracks that had formed in the floor. The side door sprung open and a face peered inside. Captain Tucker, wearing a grim smile. “We’ve got to move,” he said.  
 
    Vee groaned.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Minnow carried Vee while Captain Tucker and Terry managed to extricate Miranda from her nook behind the bar. Most of their luggage had been badly damaged during the chase, but anything not incinerated was grabbed and carried as well.  
 
    They hustled across the launch field, which is where they had apparently crash-landed. Fortuitous, Vee thought. Parked beside the transport pod they’d arrived in was a much larger starship, just as Miranda had promised. “Need…pilot,” Vee croaked. 
 
    “There’s one inside. With compliments,” the captain said. “The starship is fitted with multiple tracking devices. If you try to remove any of them, the contract—” 
 
    “Will be null and void,” she said, feeling a burst of heat in her chest. “I can walk,” she said to Minnow, as surprised by the truth of her words as he seemed to be.  
 
    “That spell…” he said.  
 
    She shook her head and he got the message: it wasn’t the time or the place to discuss whatever was happening to her. All she knew was that she should be completely drained and in need of about two days of sleep. Instead, she felt…okay? Was that the right word? 
 
    “Where’s your fourth crew member?” Captain Tucker asked, glancing between Terry and Vee.  
 
    Vee spotted Magic McGee just beyond the fence line in his usual spot. Beyond him there were three distinct ropes of smoke curling into the sky, twisting and twining together. The wreckage of the three hoverchasers. Alliance vehicles. What have you done, Miranda? Vee thought. Just as quickly, she banished the question to be inspected later, her eyes narrowing on Magic McGee. He was brandishing a metal spoke from an old-fashioned bike tire and slashing it back and forth like a space knight surrounded by alien foes on some distant planet. The spoke turned bright white, shimmering as he hacked through a plastic crate. The metal rod shattered on impact, unable to process the aura the way a real mag-blade was designed to. 
 
    For once, no one was watching him, their gazes flitting between the crashed hoverlimo and the trio of destroyed chasers. The wail of sirens filled the air.  
 
    And Vee made a decision. 
 
    “That guy,” she said, almost on a whim. In truth, she’d been considering McGee since she first saw the grizzled old man she remembered from her childhood. He might be somewhat of a loose cannon, but there was no denying his abilities as a mage. Plus, her mother had always said positive things about the man, even when everyone else considered him nothing more than a sideshow act.  
 
    Also, she knew it would piss off Miranda when she found out—a real bonus. 
 
    The real reason hammered through her brain. Why did her mother give him her medal of valor? She’d had plenty of time since her mother’s death to ask him about it, but she knew avoiding the question had been a way of coping, of protecting herself from reality. She couldn’t hide anymore. If this man had the answer trapped deep inside his shattered mind, she needed to draw it out. Or at least try.  
 
    Captain Tucker was squinting in McGee’s direction, probably trying to determine who she meant. “Yes, him,” she said. “The homeless guy throwing Class 4 spells around like child’s play. Get him on the starship immediately. My contract says I get to pick my crew, and I pick him.” 
 
    She could see the wheels turning in Captain Tucker’s head. He glanced at Miranda’s unconscious form, probably trying to guess how much Hole he would take from her when she woke up and discovered the identity of the fourth crew member. A lot. 
 
    Then he shrugged and barked an order at two of the soldiers, who trotted off and hopped the fence. McGee stopped his performance and glanced toward where Vee stood, watching the scene unfold. Without a struggle or even a word of argument, he clambered over the fence and across the launch field.  
 
    Vee turned her back on him and boarded the starship.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The starship looked brand new. The decks were so clean they shimmered under the fluorescent lighting. The tritonium walls were unmarked and spotless. A long hallway stretched in either direction, one toward the tail and one toward the control room. Vee turned back and said, “What comm frequency are you on?” to Captain Tucker. The man was still carrying Miranda’s motionless body, watching from the base of the gangway. Magic McGee walked slowly up the incline and past her without a word. 
 
    The wail of sirens grew louder, piercing. Beyond the fence line, Vee could see bright lights flashing orange and green as the peacekeepers and first responders whipped around the corner from the main road.  
 
    “The pilot has the information,” Captain Tucker said.  
 
    “Right. Thank you. We’ll be in touch.” She jammed a hand down on a button near the gate and the gangway refolded itself against the side, sealing them in.  
 
    “Nice ride,” Terry noted, changing color to match the gleaming silver walls. “Mind if I take her for a spin?” 
 
    Minnow glanced at McGee and said, “You sure about this?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” Vee asked, watching McGee amble down the long corridor, tapping his knuckles on the wall every so often, as if searching for weak spots.  
 
    Minnow shrugged. He had never been a very hard sell. “Let’s go,” he said, and followed Terry and McGee toward the right, taking long loping strides.  
 
    Once more, Vee pushed aside thoughts of the Alliance emblem she’d spotted on the hoverchasers she’d destroyed. She took off after her friends.  
 
    On the left side of the corridor were various offshoots that presumably led to other important parts of the massive ship. She could explore later, but right now getting off the Arch was the priority. All around her, she heard the whir and thrum of the giant engines as they came to life. In the corner of her eye was a number: 151,999.  
 
    She’d already noticed it, immediately after their crash-landing on the launch field, but now she inspected the subtle gray lines of the counter, relishing everything they stood for, everything they meant. Between the contract she’d signed with the Alliance and her sudden boost in MAG/EXP points, her future suddenly had a different look and feel to it. What was once as distant as the faintest of stars was now burning as brightly as a godstar.  
 
    I am halfway to Class 4.  
 
    She blinked away the thought as Minnow disappeared through a broad portal. The question that she’d been batting around in her mind returned: Why were Alliance vehicles trying to shoot down their own mage? Whatever the answer, it didn’t bode well for the contract she’d signed, which was likely worth less than the paper screen it had been displayed on. 
 
    Inside the control room were banks of equipment bristling with instrumentation and flashing with a variety of blue and green lights. Most of it was for emergencies only, as the starship could be piloted from a single command module in the center of the space. Above the panels were glass walls that curved into a domed glass ceiling through which the darkening sky could be seen.  
 
    “Where’s the pilot?” Vee asked, noticing both Terry and Minnow had stopped and were staring in the direction of the command module. Its bright green ropes were moving, seemingly of their own accord. McGee was sitting on the floor, staring directly up.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Terry muttered, a hint of amusement in his tone. “That’s our pilot?” 
 
    “I am not a ‘that,’ good sir,” a voice said from somewhere near the floor. The whir and thrum of the ship grew louder. “And may I suggest you all take your seats else you be mashed into paste upon takeoff.”  
 
    Vee squinted, finally spotting the creature. Of all things, a cat stood on its hindlegs, its claws batting at the ropes playfully, like they were pieces of string hanging down for its own amusement. “I don’t understand,” she said.  
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” the cat said with a sigh. “Let me spell it out for you. I was a human, now I’m not. The rest are just details. But even as a cat I’m a damn good pilot and if you don’t strap yourselves in within the next thirty seconds, your bones will be crushed and your organs turned into projectiles.” 
 
    Verity said, “We should listen to him,” and made for a row of seats planted just behind the control module. The others followed her, even McGee. He sat beside her, his hands clamping around the armrests. As soon as the four were seated, padded straps curled from the backs of the chairs and folded around them, locking in place.  
 
    “Automated,” Terry said. “State of the art.” 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Minnow said, pointing to the right. Through the glass, Vee could see half a dozen Alliance hoverchasers zip over the fence line. Rockets burst from their turrets. Not again. 
 
    “If you haven’t guessed already, our ship was stolen from an Alliance factory,” the cat noted, pirouetting nimbly as it twisted the two ropes together and pulled them hard, its claws flicking out. Vee’s head was thrust back against the headrest as the starship shot forward down the short runway, leaving the rockets behind.  
 
    Ping ping ping! Somewhere behind them, bullets rattled off the ship, but it was like shooting peas at a tritonium wall. 
 
    The ground fell away beneath them and Vee felt that beautiful moment of weightlessness she’d always enjoyed on training flights back at the Academy. The moment passed as the cat piloted the ship into a vertical shot straight up, shuddering as they slashed through a thick cloudbank. And then there was sky and beyond…space. Vee felt the transition, her feet beginning to rise from the floor before the artificial grav systems kicked on. Her heels pressed back against the floor as the dark vacuum of space enveloped them in its infinite arms.  
 
    “Where to, boss?” the cat said.  
 
    The straps automatically disengaged. Terry was the first out of his seat, changing color as he darted around the room, inspecting the equipment. “Sixteen engines…runs on thermal power, yeah? Electrical systems are solar with three sets of backup generators. Can I see the engine room?” 
 
    Vee realized the question was for her. “Yes?” Terry took off excitedly. 
 
    Minnow shoved to his feet and offered Vee a hand up, which she accepted. “You all right?” he asked. “You used a ton of aura back there.” 
 
    “Magic,” McGee said, once more slipping from his chair to sit on the floor.  
 
    Vee ignored him, turning toward Minnow. Her aura reserves were low—almost empty—but she felt fine. “I’m good. You?” 
 
    “I’m…I could use a sip. Maybe two.” 
 
    “Aura?” the cat asked. “Are you a mage too? I was told there would only be one. One too many if you ask me.” 
 
    Vee still didn’t know what to make of their furry pilot. “No. Minnow is just…” How to put it delicately… 
 
    “An addict? I can tell. He’s got the shakes.” 
 
    Vee glanced back at her friend, surprised she hadn’t noticed. Sure enough, his hands were quivering slightly, as if he was cold. “I didn’t want to make a big deal of it,” he said.  
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. “Uh…cat?” 
 
    “Frank Stallone, at your service,” the cat said. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. The ship’s A.I. is called Al.” 
 
    “Frank? Al?” Vee said, incredulous.  
 
    “Did she get hit in the head or something?” Frank asked Minnow.  
 
    “Only once. Or maybe twice.” 
 
    “Hilarious,” Vee said. “Fine. Al, can you hear me?” 
 
    Aye aye, captain! a boisterous voice said through the ship’s PA system.  
 
    The cat released what sounded like a laugh, but which quickly morphed into a cough. The ship began to drift off course as the feline was forced to release the control ropes as he doubled over, gagging. He spat, and a wet glob shot out, slapping onto the floor. “Ugh. Hairball,” the cat said. “Sorry about that. I programmed the voice to be that of a pirate. You know, from those classic holovids on channel three thousand eight hundred and seventy-two? Gets me every time.” The cat—Frank—once more in control of the starship, glanced from Vee to Minnow and back again. “No? Fine. I’ll educate you later.” 
 
    “Al, do we have a supply of aura onboard.” 
 
    “Magic,” McGee said again, still staring through the glass-domed ceiling.  
 
    Fully stocked, captain, the A.I. returned.  
 
    “Good. Please mix ten mils of water with one mil of magic. For my friend. Minnow.” 
 
    Minnow frowned. “You should have some too. You’ll crash.” 
 
    “I’ve already done that today,” Vee said with a wry smile.  
 
    Frank Stallone released a loud rawr and slapped a paw against its—his—leg. “Bad pun. So bad. My favorite kind.” 
 
    A service bot scuttled out from a panel that opened in the wall, its mechanical pincers clamped on a thin vial of the requested concoction. Minnow took it, unscrewed the cap and swallowed it with a single swig. He took a deep breath and his hands stopped shaking.  
 
    “You good?” Vee asked.  
 
    He nodded. His face, which had paled somewhat, began to darken once more. “What now?” 
 
    “I need coordinates,” the cat said. “Unless you’d rather orbit Archimedes.” 
 
    The Alliance is chasing us. “No,” Vee said. “We make for Godstar IV. I assume this ship has a hyperdrive?” 
 
    “Of course. Like I said, state of the art. We are fully powered and ready to jump. But you should—” 
 
    “Strap in, I know. A.I., please—” 
 
    “He prefers to be called Al,” Frank chimed in.  
 
    Vee didn’t have time to argue. “Al, please recall Terry to the control module.” 
 
    Aye, aye, Captain! 
 
    “Frank, get me Captain Tucker on the comm.” 
 
    “Kinda busy,” the cat said, hopping over one rope as he pulled the other taut. “Ask Al. He’s most helpful.” 
 
    Duh. Vee felt like she was play-acting a scene from a bad holoshow. She was no starship captain. Black Hole, she wasn’t even a graduate mage. Everything that had happened to her thus far felt like a great big cosmic Ha-ha! 
 
    Minnow took one of her hands, his strong fingers warm through her skin. “Hey. We’re in this together. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I—of course. I know. Thank you. I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “What about me?” Terry said, reentering the control room. “I was the one that saved our behinds from certain destruction back on Archimedes. Want a recap? First, I hacked into the hoverlimo’s controls, and then—” 
 
    “Save the play by play for later,” Vee said, regaining her composure. This was real. Whatever was happening, she had to find Dacre. She could sort out the rest later. And, as she’d earlier surmised, if Dacre was anywhere in the Godstar Galaxy, he’d be in Godstar IV. “Strap in. Al, do we have comms for Captain Tucker?” 
 
    Captain Tucker is offline at present. Miranda Petros requests an open line. Shall I connect? 
 
    Even better, Vee thought. She’s awake. “Yes. Connect.” 
 
    Miranda’s voice came through the PA. “Are you mad? You brought that shattered mind of a mage with you?” 
 
    “His name’s Magic McGee,” Vee said.  
 
    “Magic,” McGee agreed, raising his eyebrows.  
 
    “And you are in no position to talk,” Vee went on, anger rising, pushing what was left of her aura reserves through her bloodstream. “Care to share the truth with the group? Why would the Alliance be chasing us? You are the Alliance, right? Or am I mistaken? Because if the Alliance is chasing itself, then the entire galaxy has gone mad.” 
 
    Silence over the comms.  
 
    “That’s what I thought. Don’t worry, I took care of it. But now it’s truth time. That contract we signed? Not worth the drive it’s stored on. You can’t get me back into the Academy, can you?” 
 
    “No.” The response was unapologetic. “But listen, we still need to find Dacre, otherwise—” 
 
    “No, you listen,” Vee said. “This…whatever you want to call it…is over. Thanks for the free starship. Because I’m feeling generous, I’ll call it even. Al, sever the connection.” 
 
    “Verity, don’t do this. We can work this out. I swear I’ll—” 
 
    Her voice dropped away and the A.I. said, It is done. 
 
    “Change our frequency so she can’t reconnect.” 
 
    Already done. 
 
    “I appreciate the initiative. Where are the trackers located?” 
 
    Frank said, “There are seventeen. Al can pull them up on the schematics.” 
 
    “No need. Al, send your bots to remove and destroy them. All of them. Wait. On second thought…destroy sixteen and shoot the last one out of one of the cannons. Send it toward Polaris.” Polaris was an uninhabited ice planet located on the edge of the system, furthest from the local godstar.  
 
    “McGee…” Vee turned toward the man sitting on the floor. “I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side.  
 
    “Can you destroy my tracker? It’s implanted in the base of my skull.”  
 
    “Vee,” Minnow said. “That tracker is no joke. It’s going to knock you out for a long time.” 
 
    McGee was on his feet, one eyebrow arched. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” Vee said. “It’s a risk I’ll have to take. McGee—the tracker is designed to hurt me if it’s removed or disabled. Can you make sure it doesn’t?” 
 
    The man chewed his lips, which were cracked and dry. Then he nodded. “Magic.” He placed a single finger on the back of her head, threading it through her hair until it settled on her skull. Vee closed her eyes, trying not to flinch. She felt a bit of pressure and then warmth flowed through her skin.  
 
    “Magic,” McGee said, and she opened her eyes. 
 
    “It’s done?” 
 
    He nodded. The man might be even more powerful than I thought. Unstable, but powerful. 
 
    It all seemed too easy, but then again, Miranda hadn’t taken into consideration that one of her crew members would be a mage more powerful than either of them. “Thank you. Do you know who I am?”  
 
    Another nod. Said only, “Harmony,” the name of her mother making her chest feel tight. 
 
    “My mother. My name is Verity—Vee for short. Is that why you agreed to come with me, because of my mother?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “Magic.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    There was something in his gaze, something steely and determined. He didn’t have the blank or delirious eyes of a madman. But then he blinked and his eyes changed, flickering like bulbs about to burn out. 
 
    “Captain,” Frank said from the control module. “Miranda’s transport ship is approaching. She looks like she’s going to try to dock. Orders?” 
 
    Godstars, how Vee would’ve loved to go full defense systems on the warrior mage’s sorry ass. But Captain Tucker was still on board, along with a bunch of soldiers Vee had nothing against. “Make the jump into hyperspace. Everyone, strap in. Al, have the trackers been located?” 
 
    And destroyed, Captain.  
 
    “Good.” Vee settled into her own chair and stared through the glass dome. She’d never been to Godstar IV. Today was as good a day as any.  
 
    The starship accelerated.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Pep talks and company 
 
      
 
    “All right, boys and girls,” Dacre said loudly, slapping his hands together as he reentered the control room. The Jackals turned to stare at him, their dark eyes narrowing, and Dacre got the distinct impression they would relish gnawing off a few of his fingers. It didn’t faze him, however. “I want to thank you all for a job well done. We pulled that heist off with professionalism and flair. Flair, I say. Never…I say never…have I served with a more impressive group of men and, uh, well, women, or, uh, scaly Jackal creature things…but anyway!” He stuck a finger in the air. “I want you all to rest up for the next mission, may it continue to ensure we are Alliance public enemy number one!” 
 
    The Jackal still piloting the vessel tugged two of the glowing ropes together and clicked some command to her co-pilot. She stepped off the command platform, her co-pilot taking her place, grabbing the willowy tendrils and maintaining course through hyperspace.  
 
    The pilot flew toward Dacre, her clawed feet scraping the floor. She landed before him and he flinched. “Uhh,” he said, willing himself not to take a step backward. Her mouth opened to reveal glistening fangs. Instinctively, he reached for his well of aura, but it didn’t respond. That’s when he remembered the tanker was made of magium, and would prevent the use of magic, even from a Class 5+ mage like him. 
 
    A series of clicks of varying tones and decibels arose from the back of the pilot’s throat. Dacre quickly switched on the translator built into his Academy implant. It was able to instantly detect and convert more than seven hundred alien languages and dialects into the common tongue.  
 
    Amongst your people, you are amusing, no? They find you funny? she said.  
 
    “The life of the party,” Dacre muttered, remembering the good old days back at the Academy, when there were parties.  
 
    Here, you are a tool to be used. We suffer your presence only out of necessity. Not skewering you between our claws is a gift. Don’t make us regret it. 
 
    Godstars, these creatures really don’t have a sense of humor, Dacre thought. “I won’t, Your…Jackalness,” he said, bowing deeply, hiding the slice of fear he’d felt in his chest at the thought of being skewered by one of these huge creatures. He’d heard of other races—including humans—that had Jackal fetishes, but…why? The thought of the touch of their scaly hides against his made his skin crawl.  
 
    A click from the command platform drew the Jackal’s attention away from Dacre. General Kukk’uk? We are approaching our exit from hyperspace. 
 
    Good, she clicked back, firing another dark-eyed stare behind her at Dacre before reassuming her position between the glowing ropes.  
 
    What have I gotten myself into? Dacre wondered, plopping back down into his jumpseat and strapping in. His temporary alliance with the Jackals was a necessary evil. Or, at least, he thought it was.  
 
    The co-pilot began counting down as the stars streaming past them began to slow, taking on individual shapes. Somewhere to the right, Dacre spotted a large, red planet. Urkusk, he knew. They were in Gremolin territory.  
 
    The Gremolins had never been friendly to the other races, preferring to keep to themselves most of the time, digging their tunnels, ever in search of unlocking the greater mysteries of magic, a noble goal Dacre could relate to. They were wizards, all of them, each born with the right DNA to process aura with great efficiency.  
 
    The star-rig slowed further, and then there was a single jolt as they exited hyperspace, everything clarifying in an instant, like wiping the frost off a glass window to discover a serene, peaceful world beyond. Although Dacre knew logically they continued to rocket through space at a speed of many thousands of kilometers per hour, it felt almost as if they were floating. The red planet reared up to the right, while dead ahead was a field of enormous, sharp-edged rocks.  
 
    We have company, the co-pilot clicked, snapping Dacre from that feeling of peace in an instant.  
 
    Dacre swept his gaze from right to left, searching, but seeing only empty space. The radar screen, however, showed a blip moving toward them at great speed. “Gremolins?” Dacre asked, already unclasping his straps.  
 
    The pilot ignored him, twisting the ropes in such a way that the tanker leapt forward, accelerating. The other Jackals flew into position, manning a variety of defensive stations, turrets that extended from the skin of the star-rig, outfitted with heavy anti-starship guns mounted on seats that could rotate through the airlock energy field.  
 
    Dacre fought to his feet and snatched a helmet from a hook. The Jackals might not need to breathe, but they needed him, and were kind enough to provide him with a plentiful supply of space gear. If the fight went against them, he might find himself in the zero-O blackness of space drifting for who knew how long—until someone picked him up or his tank ran out of air. He pulled the helmet over his head and locked it into his pressurized suit before attaching an oxygen tank, which he strapped to his back, and then started the flow of air. 
 
    The blip on the screen was closer now, and the Jackals were already firing pulse cannons into the void, lights flashing beyond the large energy domes of each station. 
 
    There was one station unmanned, one only he could use: the mage seat. Most starships, star-rigs, and other vessels carrying valuable payloads employed a mage to protect against attacks from space pirates and other unsavory characters who considered the Godstar Galaxy to be their own personal playground.  
 
    Dacre clambered up the short ladder and slid into the seat, his hands grasping the handles and pulling the mag-cannon in the direction he’d last seen the blip on the radar. The energy membrane, a fluid bubble of sorts that kept the air in and the void of space out, rippled as the tritonium shaft disturbed its fluid edge.  
 
    Though no magic could be used within the magium-reinforced star-rig, that didn’t mean aura couldn’t be processed and directed outside of the ship’s bounds. And Dacre had an almost limitless supply, the mage seat connected to the tank of aura by a tube that extended from the armrest. He grabbed the end with one hand and clamped it between his lips. He sucked in, at first tasting nothing but copper tubing, but then— 
 
    A swell of complete pleasure as the purest of pure liquid aura rushed over his tongue. He was careful not to swallow too much, although the temptation to guzzle the stuff was strong. Drinking aura was generally less addictive than having it shot directly into one’s veins, but it was better to be safe. He used his tongue to stop the flow and then removed the tube, holding a small reserve in his mouth.  
 
    The pursuing starship approached, its weapons already flashing as beams of light strafed toward them. The electromagnetic pulses of energy were meant to incapacitate rather than destroy, which meant their enemy was intent on capturing rather than killing.  
 
    Which, in a way, would almost be worse.  
 
    Not on my watch, Dacre thought, beginning to trace a glyph on the mag-cannon’s spellscreen just as the Jackals manning the other, non-magical weapons opened fire in earnest, the booms of anti-starship cannons echoing through the control room. In the space in front of the starship there were a series of explosions, and the enemy vessel was forced to change direction three times to avoid the worst of it, using a series of evasive maneuvers that highlighted the skill of the ship’s pilot.  
 
    Dacre finished the glyph, clamped his hands around the dual triggers, drew in a deep breath through his nose as he took aim, and then fired.  
 
    At first, nothing happened, though the glyph vanished from the spellscreen, its outline still burning icy blue in Dacre’s eyes. Wave. And then— 
 
    A wall of ice erupted from his weapon, racing across space, a mountain compared to the starship, which now appeared as tiny as a life raft about to be capsized by a tsunami. It was a Class 5 spell, and Dacre immediately felt drained, allowing a small measure of additional aura to slip down his throat to refuel him. 
 
    He watched the wave of ice begin to crumble, crashing onto his enemy. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “You bastard,” Vee muttered, gritting her teeth as she traced a spell on the cannon, watching the wave of ice crumble toward their starship. Aura flowed through her, replenished as she sipped from the tube attached to the mage seat.  
 
    The trip through hyperspace had been pleasant enough, though their feline pilot, Frank Stallone, had talked nonstop.  
 
    Even more surprising than a chatterbox cat, however, was what had happened when they’d emerged from hyperspace. At first, they’d coasted for several thousand kilometers, taking in the sights of a godstar system known for its bright red godstar, extensive black market asteroid field and inhospitable locals.  
 
    But then time and space had broken open and a large star-rig had emerged into the system, its bulbous tail and bulkhead sheathed in magium armor. Vee had known right away it was him and that her guess had been right, but she hadn’t had time to pat herself on the back, the rig falling into defensive posture as soon as they were spotted.  
 
    “Magic! Magic! Magic!” McGee shouted from where he sat cross-legged on the floor. His fingers glowed white, pulsing. Vee ignored him—now wasn’t the time to worry about his ravings, not when they were about to be cut into a million pieces by spears of ice. 
 
    She checked her spell once more before pulling the cannon’s trigger.  
 
    Fire erupted from its barrel.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It’s done, Dacre thought, preparing to spit the rest of the liquid aura back into the tube from which he’d drawn it. He hesitated when a flash of orange split the wall down the center, growing larger, flaring from bottom to top and then running from side to side.  
 
    Stars, Dacre thought. They have a mage. A powerful one, too, Class 5 for sure given the way the counterspell had torn through his wall of ice. Not just any mage—one based in fire, those usually groomed at the Academy to be warrior mages. He refused to allow himself to think of her, for it couldn’t be her, she was only Class 3 and had been expelled from the Academy, just like he had. Which meant one of two things: 
 
    They were being pursued by a Gremolin ship—unlikely, given the Gremolins’ strong preference to stay on their home planet—or the Alliance had found them.  
 
    More anti-starship explosions plumed through the space between the ships, but once again the enemy pilot was up to the challenge, expertly threading through the mine field. Dacre spat the aura out into a cup.  
 
    “Is there enough in the hyperdrive to get us the Hole out of here?” Dacre shouted back at General Kukk’uk.  
 
    No, the creature clicked. And even if there was, we would not flee. The Gremolins have what we need. 
 
    It was true, Dacre knew. They had not come to Urkusk by random design, which was probably why the Alliance had been waiting for them. They understand now. They will do everything in their power to stop us. 
 
    Dacre turned back to the energy field, watching as the starship closed the gap kilometer by kilometer.  
 
    Behind him, General Kukk’uk said, Hold them off for another two minutes. I’ll do the rest. 
 
    Dacre wasn’t certain what that meant, but he nodded to himself, took another sip of aura, and began to form another symbol on the spellscreen. “Pierce,” he said when he finished, the exact spell the fire mage had used, but the ice version, which was offensive rather than defensive in nature. He squeezed the trigger. A spear-like icicle shot out from the cannon’s barrel. Dacre’s aim was true, which the Alliance pilot seemed to realize at the last moment, trying futilely to change the starship’s trajectory.  
 
    It wasn’t enough.  
 
    The icicle scraped against the ship’s side, creating a rend in the metal. It was a glancing blow, and yet more than sufficient to halt the starship’s progress as it was forced to initiate repairs.  
 
    General Kukk’uk clicked her approval, and the other Jackals ceased their fire. 
 
    Dacre, however, frowned as he noticed a flash of orange from the side of the starship. What in the galaxies? he thought, leaning forward. His attack wasn’t enough to cause any damage that would result in an explosion. Oh crap. “Incoming!” he shouted, though he knew it was already too late. Before the tip of his finger had drawn the first curving line of his counterspell, there was a flash of fire and another explosion, this one seeming to appear out of the nothingness of space, surrounding them in jets of flame.  
 
    The tanker shuddered, and Dacre was forced to clutch his cannon’s dual arms to avoid being thrown from his seat. And then the fire was gone, vanishing as quickly as it had appeared.  
 
    For a moment there was silence, their rig continuing to rocket forward, the distance between them and the starship widening once more. They were safe. They’d taken the best knockout punch the firemage had to offer and were still on their feet. Dacre exhaled, a small laugh slipping from his lips.  
 
    Warning sirens erupted throughout the ship.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Lost moonrocks 
 
      
 
    Fuming, Vee descended the ladder to the floor of the control room. Magic McGee was no longer shouting, his eyes closed in what appeared to be sleep or quiet meditation. The main control screen showed a diagnostic of the starship, one side flashing red.  
 
    “Al, what’s the damage?” she asked, trying to control the urge to punch something. 
 
    Several engines are down, Cap’n, the A.I. said.  
 
    “Can they be repaired?” 
 
    Aye aye! Repairs be started, though one of ye lazy lubbers will need ta help. 
 
    Vee breathed out. This was good news. “Terry, work with Al to get us back up and running. How long, Al?” 
 
    Two-point-three-five days, give or take point-oh-one. 
 
    Vee gritted her teeth as Terry departed to get to work. So much for good news. By then Dacre and his Jackal friends might’ve jumped three systems away. 
 
    Godstars-damn Dacre Avvalon, she thought. More than anything it hurt that his magic had won the day, giving him enough time to limp into the asteroid field. She could only hope the damage her parting spell had inflicted was enough to cripple his rig for the two-point-whatever days it took to fix her own.  
 
    Well, there was no point in feeling sorry for herself. “Is there any way to pilot into the asteroid field?” she asked. 
 
    Frank Stallone continued to grip the control ropes, but he wasn’t moving them. “It’s possible, but I wouldn’t advise it. Once within the field our ship will be crushed. We are too big. Even a pilot of my skill with a fully functioning starfighter would struggle to navigate through. That’s one reason the Alliance has never tried to shutter the black market. It’s not worth the risk or effort.” 
 
    Vee had suspected as much, but it didn’t stop the information from stinging her to the core. They’d been so close…if she had only been faster or smarter with her spells… 
 
    She knew what she was doing:  
 
    Mourning. Taking shots at herself to push away the thoughts that had pummeled her from the moment she realized she’d been played by Miranda Petros. Again. The woman had offered to revive a dream Vee had thought was dead, only to turn off the life support.  
 
    I will never reenter the Academy, Vee thought, repeating it in her mind several times to ensure her stubborn brain got the message. So what now? If the Academy was off the table, was there any reason to continue chasing Dacre Avvalon? What was in it for her?  
 
    Minnow approached, his rocket launcher fitted to his shoulder. He hadn’t fired it during the skirmish, though he had used the starship’s railguns to pepper the side of Dacre’s star rig. “Turn off your brain for a minute,” he said. “Breathe.” 
 
    “My brain doesn’t have an off switch.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Then let’s use it to plan our next move. How did you know Dacre would come to this system?” 
 
    Vee hadn’t known, not for certain. But she did know she wasn’t doing this for herself. Not anymore, if she ever had been. Nor was she doing this for Miranda, that was for damn certain. She was doing this for the people she knew back on the Arch. Her father. Her daughter. For the first time in her life, she thought perhaps she wasn’t being selfish. She refocused on the present. “I just guessed. He stole a prime magical artifact and then enough pure liquid aura to blow a hole the size of Archimedes in a godstar. But he can’t process all that magical energy on his own. He couldn’t even if he was a Class 6 mage, and there hasn’t been one of those EVER.” 
 
    She saw Minnow process the information, his round, dark eyes narrowing as he came to the same conclusion she had a day or so earlier. “He needs a mag-weapon.” 
 
    “Not just any mag-weapon,” Vee muttered.  
 
    “A big one?” Minnow said.  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And the Gremolins have such a weapon?” 
 
    “Yeah, and they also have the biggest can of tuna fish in the galaxy,” Frank interjected, licking his chops.  
 
    “Can it, furball,” Minnow said. 
 
    “Rude,” the cat muttered, twisting one of the glowing ropes to bring the ship around, the bright red godstar coming into view. 
 
    “Vee?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Frank’s right. Nothing has ever been proven. The Alliance inspectors have been negotiating with them for years. A few times the Grems let them visit, and of course the inspectors didn’t find anything, but…” 
 
    “They say their underground system is enormous,” Minnow said. “They could easily have hidden it.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, Dacre always believed they had such a weapon. He talked about it sometimes, how once he was out of the Academy and had been knighted he wanted to prove it. He always said the Grems were more dangerous than the Jackals. At least with the Jackals we knew what they were and what they had. The Grems…they’re still a mystery.” 
 
    “That’s good, right?” Minnow said.  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “If Dacre is looking for this weapon, he’ll need to get down to Urkusk. He won’t leave the system, at least not right away.” 
 
    Vee had had the same thought, but it was only based on her theory, which could be completely wrong. “I hate waiting,” she said.  
 
    Minnow laughed. “I know. I’ve been your partner for two years.” 
 
    Vee offered a half-smile. “We’ve had a good ride, haven’t we?” 
 
    “It’s not over yet.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Comfortable silence followed the word. Minnow settled into a seat, but Vee was too restless to do the same. Instead, she crouched down beside McGee, whose eyes were still closed. “Magic?” she said softly. 
 
    “Magic,” the man replied, nodding. His eyes opened slowly, roaming over her face, never stopping. They were a light turquoise color but ringed with both yellow and orange, like no eyes she’d ever seen, even those that were fabricated.  
 
    “It’s inside you, isn’t it?” she said. “The aura.” 
 
    His eyes stopped, locking on hers, his lips tightening. He nodded. “Magic—out,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t understand. What happened to you?” 
 
    “War,” he said simply, his eyes once more flitting about, filled with a maniacal gleam.  
 
    “The war did this to you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “War!” he screamed, causing Vee to flinch back.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    The man was rocking back and forth now, staring at his fingertips, which were pulsing with white energy. “Magic,” he said, passing balls of light from hand to hand. 
 
    “How do you do that?” she asked. As far as she knew he hadn’t dosed himself with aura. He should be an empty husk. How do you create aura out of nothing? How did I manage to do it before? Am I going to go mad like you? 
 
    “Magic,” he said. “Inside. Out.” 
 
    Vee breathed deeply, holding back the impatience that arose in her. She hated not knowing things, and there were so many things that fell into that category right now. She changed tact. “My mother once gave you something,” she said.  
 
    At that, his expression softened. “Gave. Yes. A gift.” 
 
    “Her medal from the war. Why?” 
 
    “She knew,” McGee said quietly. 
 
    “Knew what?” 
 
    Then louder: “She knew. She knew!” 
 
    “Knew what? I don’t understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    Louder still, his voice rising with each word. “Knew! Knew! KNEW! It broke us. It always broke us!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Vee said, standing up and backing away. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I just—I miss her. I wanted to know how you knew her.” She could tell her words fell on deaf ears, the man rocking back and forth wildly, muttering under his breath, balls of white magical energy spiraling around him, like moons orbiting a planet.  
 
    “Godstars,” Minnow muttered. “He’s lost his damn moonrocks.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Vee murmured, turning away. She settled into a seat, slightly unnerved. She felt tired, the conversation with McGee having drained her more than she expected it to. She settled in and tried to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Leave your weapons on board or you’ll be vaporized 
 
      
 
    Engines two through four are down, General Kukk’uk clicked. The Jackal leader gripped the control ropes tightly between clawed hands as they seemed to try to rip themselves from her grip. The muscles of her scaled arms bulged as she wrestled for control.  
 
    On it, another Jackal said, flying out of the control room in a flurry of leather wings.  
 
    “Can we make it to Urkusk?” Dacre asked, eyeing the red-tinged planet that seemed so close, though he knew it was still thousands of kilometers away. If they got going in the right direction…at least they could crash-land where they wanted to go anyway. The issue would then become how to repair their rig enough to get the payload to its destination.  
 
    The Alliance will track us there, the general said. We need to lay low for a while. 
 
    “Then where?” Dacre asked, sliding down the ladder and landing in a crouch. Wait. What? The asteroid field he’d seen earlier was still dead ahead in the view portal. When the general didn’t respond, he said, “We’re not seriously going in there. Are we?” 
 
    Again, the general’s silence was his only answer as she adjusted the positioning of the glowing ropes, which had transformed from purple to red and were now beginning to smoke.  
 
    Engine one is failing, one of the Jackal engineers said.  
 
    The asteroid field rocketed toward them at ever increasing speeds, or so it felt.  
 
    Damn damn damn, Dacre thought, his mind spinning. He had to do something. Use the rig’s mag-cannon to destroy the asteroids…something. Just as quickly, he dismissed the foolish notion. There were far too many floating boulders, and anyway, they would only break into a million smaller chunks that would be even more difficult to pilot through. They’d be chewed up and spit out. 
 
    He remembered learning about this particular asteroid field back at the Academy. It was famous amongst mages because of the black market that operated somewhere deep within. Coffee’s Alley was known for trading in rare magical artifacts, many of which Dacre knew the Alliance would kill to get their hands on, not unlike the one he’d stolen, the amulet that was hidden on a chain beneath his shirt. In one way, the general’s decision to enter the field was a stroke of genius. In another way, it was suicide. The Alliance wouldn’t even consider steering one of their massive starships into such a place, where damage was unavoidable and complete destruction a likelihood. No, the only vessels that would attempt to infiltrate the asteroids would have to be small, their pilots both skilled and missing a moonrock or two. 
 
    We can check off at least two of those boxes, Dacre thought, striding back to his jump seat and strapping in. The Jackals had trusted him to fight off the starship, now he had to trust the general’s ability with the control ropes. “Do a good job,” he said.  
 
    The Jackal, to his surprise, offered a jagged-toothed grin of sorts. If we’re about to die, detonate the cargo, she clicked. If I’m leaving this universe, I want to take a few million Gremolins with me. Dacre still hadn’t figured out how to tell when a Jackal was joking, or if they even knew the meaning of the word.  
 
    I’m hurtling through space on a damaged magic tanker with a bunch of psychopaths, he thought. “Sounds like a plan,” he said.  
 
    The asteroid field surrounded them. At the edge, the rocks were small and spread out, but the further they progressed, the larger and tighter-packed the obstacles became. Some were the size of their enormous tanker, while others were a hundred times larger, floating planets that likely created their own gravitational pull.  
 
    General Kukk’uk’s concentration was complete as she wrangled the ropes, narrowly avoiding collisions on numerous occasions while Dacre’s knuckles turned white as he gripped his armrests. Smoke was now pouring into the control room, and he was forced to tuck his mouth into his shirt as he coughed.  
 
    The first collision was more than a glancing blow, the general piloting the rig around one massive asteroid only to come face to face with another. A scream ripped itself from Dacre’s throat as he instinctively tried to cover his head, a pointless reaction that would’ve been like trying to block a missile with one’s hand.  
 
    The general, however, didn’t flinch, deftly twisting one of the ropes and angling the tanker for a rift in the planet-sized hunk of rock, which cast a dark shadow across them. 
 
    We’re not going to fit, Dacre thought, alarm bells going off in his mind. One kilometer, five-hundred meters, one-hundred… 
 
    Metal shrieked as the jagged sides of the cave raked its claws against the hull of the ship. The viewing field cracked but held as darkness surrounded them.  
 
    We’ve been swallowed whole, Dacre thought. The scraping and shrieking stopped as the area beyond the cave mouth widened to reveal a larger space on the inside, illuminated as the rig’s forward lighting automatically came on. A maze of pillars blocked the way forward, but Kukk’uk didn’t attempt to halt their progress, following the widest path she could find.  
 
    Something sparkled on the edge of Dacre’s vision, and he turned toward it. A massive crystal caught the light and seemed to absorb it, glowing in the shadows. It was raw and uncut, imbedded in the asteroid’s inner wall. Dacre knew some crystals were worthless, beautiful trinkets with no real practical value. He also knew other gemstones could be infused with concentrated aura serum, storing the substance for centuries, not unlike the ancient amulet he wore around his neck, tucked safely beneath his shirt.  
 
    More crystals came into view. Hundreds—no, thousands—speckling the walls and ceiling, shimmering on the stone pillars. If even one percent of one percent were of value… 
 
    Dacre shook his head. Almost certainly this place had already been searched and explored from top to bottom with expensive equipment that could identify the ‘right’ kind of crystals.  
 
    Suddenly a shape darted out from behind one of the crystals, its body long and narrow, its wings wide and leathery. It was captured by the rig’s headlights, its eyes dark slashes above a long beak filled with needlelike teeth. With a bloodcurdling scream, it swooped toward the rig, slapping against the glass barrier with such force Dacre could hear its neck break. A smear of black blood trailed behind the creature as it slid down and then fell away.  
 
    “Ugh. What was that?” 
 
    The Ja’al. A distant cousin to the Jackals, Kukk’uk clicked. They are one of only a handful of known creatures whose bodies can survive the pressures and cold of space. Deadly, but stupid. They tend to stick together in packs. 
 
    “You think there are more of— 
 
    Dacre’s question was cut off as more screams echoed through the cavern, the air filling with the creatures as they swarmed the rig. They pounded against the glass, none of the successors learning from the mistakes of their predecessors. Still, the glass began to crack even more, spiderwebbing outward from the original point of damage.  
 
    Soon one entire half of the glass was obscured by a layer of dark blood, some of the Ja’als’ broken bodies still stuck to where their beaks and claws had penetrated the surface. The screaming stopped, along with the flapping of wings. Dead. All dead. Suicide bombers. “Will it hold?” Dacre asked, staring at a whole new row of warning lights that had begun to flash.  
 
    Not for long, the general said. 
 
    “Awesome.”  
 
    Kukk’uk clicked again, drawing Dacre’s attention back to the center of the cracked viewing screen. Just ahead, a break in the wall appeared. Another tunnel, even smaller than the last.  
 
    “We won’t fit,” Dacre said.  
 
    The general clicked her disagreement. We’ll make it. Maybe. 
 
    Dacre didn’t like that last word, not when their payload could flow through a single breach in the tank in mere minutes. Then everything—all the planning, all the risks—would be for nothing. Not to mention how much it would suck to be thrown from the rig into an airless vacuum where his body would likely end up being crushed against stone, crystal, metal, or all three; or, if he was really lucky, incinerated in a massive magical explosion that would take half the asteroid field with it.  
 
    “Good luck,” he said, holding his breath. 
 
    The Jackal pilot’s movements became smaller, subtler. A gentle shift of one rope. A tiny twist of another. Dacre closed his eyes just as the rig entered the tunnel, shuddering as one side made contact. The shuddering turned to shaking and the shriek of tearing metal, but then— 
 
    Dacre’s eyes flashed open as the ship lurched free, the walls so close on each side Dacre could’ve touched them if he reached through the membrane surrounding the mage seat.  
 
    “Unbelievable,” he said. “You’re a Hole of a pilot.” Even for a sadistic terrorist war leader, he added in his head. 
 
    Thank you, Kukk’uk said as the rig slid from the asteroid and back into open space.  
 
    An even larger asteroid appeared. It was odd-looking, bristling with various unnatural features. It’s inhabited, Dacre realized as they approached. A broad landing strip protruded from one side, dual sets of landing lights highlighting several other vessels already docked at the spacefield. Over the field there was a white amorphous halo, like a canopy but without substance. An artificial grav field, Dacre thought. He’d wondered how anyone could live amongst the asteroids. Even on one of the larger, small-planet-sized rocks, the conditions would be approaching zero-G. Every inhabitant would require suits and helmets—well, except the Jackals and other non-air breathers—and a ready supply of O-tanks would need to be imported. It wouldn’t be cheap, especially for a black-market community that thrived on selling, not buying. 
 
    “Identify yourself,” a voice demanded through the rig’s comms.  
 
    “This is Mung Telemungo of the Infinity Star,” Dacre said. “Requesting docking and safe harbor.” It was a foolish ruse that would immediately be rejected, but Dacre also knew they would be landing on the strip regardless of whether they’d been given the authority to do so. They were out of options. 
 
    “That rat bastard has never left the Infinity Star,” the voice said. “Prepare to be blasted from the void.” 
 
    “I’m a mage,” Dacre said. “Class 5+.” 
 
    “5+? Never heard of such a thing. If you’re an unfriendly, you have some nerve coming here. Alliance?” The word was spoken more as an accusation than a question. 
 
    “They kicked me out of the Academy.” 
 
    “Then how are you Class 5…+?” 
 
    Time to play his trump card. There was only one thing those who inhabited the Urkusk underbelly cared about:  
 
    Vectors. 
 
    “I have information. It’s worth a lot.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Trillions,” Dacre said.  
 
    Silence. The landing strip was nearly upon them, the lights falling into two parallel lines. They burst through the amorphous halo with a loud sucking sound and Dacre felt his ears pop as a double-dose of artificial grav pressed in upon him, leaving him feeling heavy and sluggish. He wondered if he’d been too honest. Throwing around words like “trillions” anywhere else in the galaxy would earn you a round of laughs and rolled eyes. But Dacre was counting on this place being different than the rest of the galaxy. Here, Vectors spoke louder than a Bronzian grinder crushing a field of meteorites. But then why had the owner of the voice gone silent? Was a massive anti-starship beam about to shred their rig in half? But then… 
 
    “Let’s talk.” 
 
    Dacre released a sharp breath through his lips, almost a laugh. “I don’t want to surprise you, but I have a dozen heavily armed Jackals on board with me.” 
 
    A chuckle through the comms. “You think seeing Jackals in these parts is surprising? Think again. Jackals are regulars around here. Over and out.” 
 
    Kukk’uk clicked her approval as she maneuvered the control ropes expertly until the rig was positioned exactly between the lines of lights. She clicked a countdown: Five…four…three…two… 
 
    One. 
 
    The rig touched down with a minor jolt and the general switched off the last remaining engine. With no reverse thrusters, they were already coming in way too hot considering the limited length of the landing strip.  
 
    “Are we going to hit that?” Dacre said, staring at the wall of rock approaching at the end of the strip. Other, smaller vessels flashed by on either side as they rushed past, the tires groaning under the strain of the brakes.  
 
    If we don’t stop, then yes, Kukk’uk clicked.  
 
    Dacre frowned at the general’s attempt at dark humor. Perhaps Jackals were not as one-dimensional as he’d always believed.  
 
    The wall seemed to rush toward them, though Dacre knew it was an optical illusion. Kukk’uk cursed under her breath and clicked, We have to abort or we’ll be smashed into trillions of pieces. The Jackal started to twist one of the ropes in what Dacre assumed would be an effort to angle themselves off the edge of the landing strip and back into empty space. That’s when Dacre noticed two large contraptions on either side of the strip, just beyond the edges of the lights. They appeared to be large tritonium boxes. On the inner side of each, facing each other, was a long, narrow gash. Dacre had seen such contraptions before. At the Academy. 
 
    “Wait!” he exclaimed, and Kukk’uk twisted the rope back the other way, straightening out. A moment later, they reached the space between the boxes. A bright red band of light shot out from either side, connecting precisely in the middle. As soon as the nose of their rig hit the light, the band seemed to stretch, as though it were not just light but of a real substance, flexible. At the same time, the rig began to decelerate rapidly, the bottom edges of the view port blazing with the red light.  
 
    When they came to a complete stop mere meters from the rock wall, the red band of light simply vanished.  
 
    That was close, Kukk’uk clicked. How’d you know that was going to happen? 
 
    “History,” Dacre said, unclasping his safety restraints. Kukk’uk powered down the engine, which spluttered and coughed. Dacre was fairly certain it wouldn’t start again, not without substantial repairs. They were at the mercy of crooks and swindlers.  
 
    I should fit right in, he thought, just as the voice came over their comms once more. “Nice landing,” the voice said. “Leave your weapons on board or you’ll be vaporized.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Intruders and Revelations 
 
      
 
    Vee awoke to hissed cursing.  
 
    It took her a few moments to remember where she was and how she’d gotten here. Seeing the cat at the starship’s controls brought her back to the present in an instant. It was Frank who was cursing, at the same time wrangling the control ropes like a space cowboy trying to hogtie an eight-legged Greznik at a Fradarian rodeo.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Vee said, immediately answering her own question when she spotted something through the starboard viewport. “Is that…” 
 
    “A wreckage colony,” the cat said, hanging onto one of the ropes as he tried to turn the damaged ship.  
 
    “Maybe they can help us,” Minnow said, yawning as he rubbed sleep from his eyes.  
 
    “Meathead fool,” the cat said. “Wreckage colonies are breeding grounds for scoundrels and other unsavory characters. They’ll strip the starship of anything of value. And that includes us. Our organs will fetch plenty of Vectors on the transplant black market. Well, yours will. Me? They’ll shave off my fur to make a coat and roast me on an electric spittle for dinner.” 
 
    “Furry know-it-all,” Minnow retorted. “I have half a mind to play furball golf. Guess who gets to be the furball?” 
 
    “Please don’t injure our only pilot,” Vee said. Then, to Frank: “Can you avoid the colony?” 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” the cat said, his voice strained as he swung on the rope, moving in a circle. Painstakingly slowly, the ship began to turn. Shards and chunks of metal glinted under the light of the red godstar. From this distance, the colony looked like a huge spaceship junkyard floating in space.  
 
    Vee judged the distance and the angle they were on. Unless their trajectory changed drastically, a collision was imminent. “Al,” she said. “What’s the status of the repairs?” 
 
    Yer mate is most helpful, Cap’n, the A.I. said. ’Nuther one-point-one days and we’ll be right as rain. 
 
    The expression was foreign to Vee, but she got the gist from the context. Still, they needed to be ‘right as rain’ now. Or yesterday. “Are there other options?” she asked. “I could fire the mag-cannon.” The thought made her slightly ill—she didn’t know those inhabiting the wreckage colony. Killing them felt…wrong…even if they planned to do worse to her and her crew.  
 
    “Imbecile!” Frank said. “We’re too close now. You’re as likely to damage our ship as the colony. I thought you were a mage.” 
 
    “I got kicked out of the Academy!” Vee said.  
 
    “You know much about magic, cat?” Minnow said, taking a threatening step forward. 
 
    “A smidge,” the cat said. “Now back off, meathead, I’m trying to save our skin.” 
 
    Vee put a calming hand across Minnow’s chest. “He’s right. We need him, even if he’s a condescending feline troll.” 
 
    The cat smirked at that. 
 
    “Al, send Terry back to the control room.” 
 
    Aye, aye, Cap’n! All hands on deck!  
 
    The A.I. was beginning to grate on her nerves, or it might’ve just been the frustrating situation she found them in. Either way, she would talk to the cat about changing the A.I.’s personality programming after they’d dealt with the wreckage colony—assuming they survived. 
 
    “What’s going to happen when we get within range?” Vee asked Frank. The cat might be a smartass weasel, but he seemed to have experience or knowledge—maybe both. 
 
    “They’ll capture us in an electromag field and force us to dock. Then they’ll come aboard.” 
 
    Minnow cracked his knuckles. “Let ’em come.” 
 
    “No rocket launcher,” Vee cautioned.  
 
    “Always gotta ruin my fun,” Minnow said with a grin. 
 
    Terry’s amphibious form appeared where a moment ago only the walls of the ship had been. Vee had been so focused on the wreckage colony she hadn’t noticed the tell-tale ripples of air as he moved into their circle. “This is bad. Very bad,” he said. “I’ve encountered groups like this before. They have no compassion, no mercy.” 
 
    “What race?” Vee asked. 
 
    “There will be more than one. At least a few rotten humans. Some Grems. A wayward Jackal or two. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve got a Chameleot.  
 
    “One of your relatives, perhaps?” the cat said.  
 
    “Probably,” Terry admitted, taking no offense at the suggestion. “My clan has always been antsy. Few of us stayed on our home planet.” 
 
    “Great,” Vee said. “Sounds like a real party. Al, I want you to do something for me.” 
 
    Aye, Cap’n. Yer word is me command. 
 
    “When they come knocking, let them in.” 
 
    “What?” Minnow, Terry and Frank said in unison.  
 
    Aye, aye, Cap’n, Al said.  
 
    McGee, who had been watching the exchange with interest, said, “Tasty.” His fingers were already glowing. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Vee asked Minnow.  
 
    “Of course, but—” 
 
    “Terry?” Vee said.  
 
    “I trust your father, and you’re his spawn…” 
 
    Frank Stallone said, “Well, I don’t. Our best bet is to pick them off using the railguns as they approach. They’ll break down the doors, sure, but at least there will be less of them.” 
 
    “Your advice is appreciated, Frank, but we’re doing this my way. Now here’s what we’re going to do…” 
 
    When she was finished explaining her idea, Frank Stallone said, “I don’t like this plan. But I’ll do it.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Gate’s open,” a gruff voice said. It was followed by a series of indistinguishable clicks and the light trod of muffled boots on the metal gangway.  
 
    “Derelict?” another voice said, this one higher pitched and clearly female.  
 
    “When’s the last time a dead fly crash-landed in our web? This starship is brand-sparklin’-new.” 
 
    “A private vessel, no identifying marks,” the woman noted. 
 
    “It’s been white-washed,” the deeper voice said. “Prolly stolen.” 
 
    “Good. Then no one’ll be looking for it.”  
 
    Vee peered through a crack in the ceiling panels, staying as still as stone in the cramped crawlspace brimming with magium piping, aluminum conduits, and wiring. At first she saw nothing but dark shadows, the footsteps drawing closer. A halo of light appeared, bouncing around as it entered the corridor beneath her.  
 
    She bit her lip as the first of the scoundrels came into view. It was a Grobnik, hailing all the way from Godstar VII. The Grobs, as they were known, were one of the few allies of the Jackals. His arms and legs were as thick as mag-cannon barrels, his skin a deep navy blue that reminded Vee of the sky on Archimedes between sunset and full nightfall. His snout ended in a pair of slightly curved tusks, each of which were ivory but must have been infused with liquid tritonium considering the way they gleamed silver-gold under the glow of the light he was holding in a big fist.  
 
    Stupid, stupid plan, she thought. I’ve doomed us all. 
 
    “Kang, fix the damn lights,” the Grob said.  
 
    The woman came into view, a short, small creature with narrow eyes and green skin spotted with red freckles. Not human, but a close relative. Mixing with the Jhinn was less taboo than with other races. 
 
    “On it, boss,” she said, slinking away to the left, shining a light before her.  
 
    The rest of the posse appeared one by one. Two Jackals. Three thick-necked Bronzians, two of whom were female but no smaller or less strong-looking than the male. There were several others as well, including four humans, their hair long and unwashed. There was even a Gremolin, its hunched, bony back casting a shadow across its gnarled face. An outcast, most likely, else why would it leave its planet?  
 
    All were heavily armed with all manner of tech, from pistols to pulse hammers to railguns. The Jackals, of course, brandished dart guns, the tips shimmering with inky liquid aura.  
 
    Vee salivated with desire. Her own lack of self-control made her ill. If not for the present danger, she knew she would drop from her hiding spot and lick the very aura from the darts.  
 
    Keep it together. 
 
    Besides the Jackals, however, it was the Gremolin Vee knew they needed to worry about. Grems were magic users, all of them. Just like other races had certain talents, some Grems were better with magic than others, but all carried the genetic makeup to process the stuff. And they liked their tech, building intricate new mag-weapons and magical tools deep underground, selling it to the highest bidders—mostly untoward characters looking to resell on the black market or use the weapons for nefarious purposes. The Grems had been an unsolvable problem for the Alliance for a long time.  
 
    Vee watched the hunched creature like a hawk.  
 
    “Spread out,” the Grob said. “Search every nook and cranny. If any remain alive, bring them to the control room.” 
 
    The group disappeared to either side, but Vee counted slowly to ten before she eased the roof panel to the side, peeked in both directions to ensure the coast was clear, and then hang-dropped lithely to the floor. Despite her efforts to be quiet, there was a dull thud that echoed away.  
 
    She froze, taking slow, calming breaths. No one shouted a warning or came running. So far so good.  
 
    First, she checked her watch. Right on schedule. Three minutes until go-time. She tiptoed down the corridor, clinging to the wall. Not toward the control room, but away. Although she’d disagreed with the cat’s idea to start blasting away from the get-go, she agreed with the notion of reducing their enemy’s numbers.  
 
    Starting with the three that had gone in this direction. The Jhinn woman. A human man who’d looked to be middle-aged and past his prime. And one of the Bronzians, a tall, broad-shouldered woman whose neck was almost wider than Vee’s waist.  
 
    Vee listened to the magic thrumming through her veins as she drew her mag-pistol. She traced a simple spell she could manage blind with one arm tied behind her back while being carried over someone’s shoulders. A Class 1 casting, not to kill but to surprise and, if she was lucky, incapacitate. Flare. Her finger found the trigger just as she heard voices, soft murmurs, from around the corner.  
 
    “The breakers have been tripped,” the Jhinn woman said from inside a room across the hall. “Gimme two ticks.” She had a soothing, lilting voice that belied her criminal nature.  
 
    The Bronzian was standing guard, flicking the light around the utility room.  
 
    Vee glanced at her watch. Thirty seconds. Where is the old guy? she wondered. 
 
    “What do we have here?” a sharp voice said just as hands clamped around her from behind. They curled under her armpits and locked against her shoulders. Vee didn’t think—didn’t need to—her Academy training kicking in. Though the focus of her secondary education had been magic, no one entering the Alliance armed forces could avoid basic training, which included hand-to-hand combat. The guy couldn’t have made it any easier.  
 
    She brought her heel up behind her, high and hard, drawing a satisfying grunt as it connected with the intended target. The strength in his hands and arms flagged, and she twisted away, bringing her mag-pistol to bear. Closing her eyes and squeezing the trigger.  
 
    The man didn’t know to close his eyes.  
 
    Even behind her eyelids, the brightness was fierce, and Vee was forced to cover her face with her free hand. The man howled, blinded by the point-blank flash of fiery light.  
 
    He also collapsed, clutching his chest where the flare had smacked into him. He’d have a nasty bruise but would otherwise be okay. Vee kicked him in the ribs for good measure and turned toward the utility room, where the Bronzian now filled the doorway, using a meaty arm to shield her face. “Wut’s happening?” she said, holding a pulse hammer before her as if to ward off any would-be attacker.  
 
    “Bloody bitch fried my eyes,” the man said, groaning as Vee offered him another kick. 
 
    “I have a mag-pistol aimed directly at you,” Vee said, keeping her voice steady. “I am a Class 5 Alliance mage. Drop your weapon and I’ll go easy on you.”  
 
    The Bronzian exploded forward, simultaneously grabbing a shield from her back and bringing it to bear as she slammed the hammer down just as Vee fired off another shot. In between kicks she’d traced another glyph, this one more powerful than the last: Blowtorch.  
 
    A jet of fire erupted from the barrel, deflecting off her foe’s shield and burning a hole in the ceiling. A wave of pulsing energy rolled across the floor from the Bronzian’s hammerblow, the floor seeming to turn to liquid as it shifted under Vee’s feet. She lost her balance, but managed to get off another shot, the jet of fire skirting the edge of the shield and burning her enemy’s leg.  
 
    The big female roared, toppling to the side and dropping her hammer as she clutched at her burned flesh and bone. She gritted her teeth as she stared daggers at Vee. Vee could see the anger, the hate, and the desire for revenge. Vee said, “Don’t,” her pistol aimed at the woman’s heart.  
 
    The female reached for her hammer but was stopped not by Vee but by an enormous boot that came crunching down from the shadow of the doorway, pinning her hand to the floor.  
 
    Minnow stepped out, illuminated by the dying embers of the flare and torchlight. In one hand he had the Jhinn by the scruff of her neck as she struggled and squirmed. “Heya, partner,” he said. “What should I do with her?” 
 
    “Tie her up. It’s time to join the rest of the party.” 
 
    Between the two of them they managed to bind the three intruders. The man spat curses at them the entire time, while the Bronzian said nothing. The Jhinn tried to reason with them. “If you give up now, it will be better for you. Malkin doesn’t like when his crew gets beat up like this.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s already too late,” Vee said.  
 
    “Not necessarily. I can talk to him, reason with him. I can—” 
 
    Vee stuffed a rag in her mouth.  
 
    They locked the three in the utility room and started back the way they’d come. Minnow was wearing a huge grin. “What?” Vee said.  
 
    “You’re even more of a badass now that you’re in charge.” 
 
    “I’m not in charge,” she said.  
 
    “Right. ‘Here’s what we’re going to do…’” he said, doing a bad—at least in her opinion—impression of her voice.  
 
    “If I didn’t say something that cat would’ve blown them and us up.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Minnow said.  
 
    “Shh,” she said, pressing a finger to her lips and then pointing forward. Shadows moved along the wall where an intersecting corridor met the main one. Vee raised her mag-pistol, silently tracing the spell for Burn. There were several varieties of the spell, but this one was a low-grade, somewhere between Class 1 and 2. It wouldn’t sap her energy too much and wouldn’t incinerate bone and muscle like the Class 5 version would. She depressed the trigger halfway, drawing in a slow breath.  
 
    McGee slunk out, turning in their direction. He stared directly into the barrel of her gun, shrugged, and then turned in the opposite direction and continued on as if mag-weapons were pointed at him regularly.  
 
    “C’mon,” Vee said, lowering her weapon back to her side.  
 
    The gateway to the control room stood wide open, voices spilling from inside, as well as a cringeworthy yowling sound. “Speak, cat, or we’ll cut out your tongue,” the familiar voice of the Grob—Malkin—demanded. “Why are you in Godstar IV? Where is the rest of your crew? What happened to your starship?”  
 
    “Any preference as to which question I answer first?” Frank Stallone asked. It was followed by a thud and another yowl. “Careful with the merchandise,” Frank said. “I’m a delicate flower.” 
 
    “You’re about to be a dead flower if you don’t start talking.” 
 
    Vee peered around the edge of the frame, Minnow just behind her. “You want to take them or should I?” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    She held up a hand, urging him to wait. Reconnaissance first. She counted the enemies inside the room. Besides Malkin, there were two Jackals with their magic-tipped darts, a tall, solid Bronzian male who stood as still as a statue, and a human female, her eyes flicking about nervously.  
 
    Which left four unaccounted for: the last Bronzian, two humans, and the Gremolin. The latter troubled Vee the most. Potentially having a powerful magic-user in her blindspot was not ideal. Then again, she was running out of time and options. She had to trust that Terry and McGee had handled their business.  
 
    Speaking of McGee…Vee searched the control room for him, but he was missing. There was no other way he could’ve come, which meant he was well-hidden. Still, the man was a wildcard—for all she knew he would remain in hiding, biding his time to see which side emerged victorious before making his next move.  
 
    Poor Frank Stallone took another kick to his furry ribcage as he refused to answer any of Malkin’s questions.  
 
    “Are. You. Alone?” the tusked creature asked, punctuating each word with the toe of one of his heavy boots.  
 
    “Yowza,” Frank said, licking the spot where he’d been kicked. “Do I look like the kind to have a lot of friends? Godstars, you’re dumber than you look, and that’s saying something. Of course I’m alone. I stole this rig and all its precious payload. Pure aura, in case you were wondering, enough to retire and buy my own planet after I sold it to the Grems. Unbeknownst to me, an Alliance peacekeeper managed to tag my ship before I got away, and they tracked me through hyperspace all the way to Urkusk.” The cat grinned. “I gave them all they could handle, however, destroying their ship. Unfortunately, they got in a lucky shot and damaged my rig, and now here we are. One big happy family of crooks.” 
 
    “You’re lying. There’s no way you could have fought off an Alliance cruiser. They had a mage. We saw the battle from afar. Spells were cast. BIG ones. From both sides. Which either means you’ve got a mage on board, or you weren’t part of the battle, just a bystander that got in the way.” 
 
    “You caught me,” the cat said, standing on his hind legs with his forepaws in the air. “I had an accomplice. A mage, as you guessed. But she was killed in the battle. I mourned her loss just before shooting her out an airlock. Pity. I’ll have to keep the entire bounty for myself.” 
 
    While their attention was on the cat, Vee managed to sneak around the edge of the control room, directing Minnow to go the opposite way. Now she was hiding behind the row of jump seats, while Minnow managed to tuck his large frame behind a bank of control panels. His hands were clamped over his ears, ready for the next phase. 
 
    It was time to give the signal.  
 
    “Al?” she whispered.  
 
    The A.I., as it had been commanded, spoke directly into her earpiece. Aye, aye, Cap— 
 
    She cut him off, not in the mood. “Now,” she said softly, pressing her fingers over her ears.  
 
    The A.I.’s voice immediately boomed over the ship’s loudspeakers. “PREPARE TO WALK THE PLANK, YE LAZY LUBBERS! THE SHARKS BE HUNGRY!” 
 
    Even with her ears covered, the sound was deafening, and the effect was instantaneous. The Jackals, with their keen hearing, were hit the hardest, releasing a series of guttural clicks as they fell to their scaly knees, their wings tucking behind their backs. The human woman shrieked and slammed her palms over her ears. The Bronzian male flinched and groaned, nearly tripping over one of the seats Vee was hiding behind as he stumbled backwards. He collapsed into a seated position, squeezing his ears and shouting.  
 
    “Al, stop,” she said, uncovering her ears the moment the A.I. stopped its raucous ranting.  
 
    She traced a glyph on her mag-pistol’s spellscreen—firewire—shooting point-blank into the back of the chair. Cords of red-hot wire shot from the pistol’s barrel, coiling around the chair and roping across the Bronzian’s arms and chest, tightening.  
 
    “ARRRRRR!” he screamed as the hot wire burned lines through his clothing and into his skin.  
 
    Vee ignored the sound, leaping from cover and kicking out the human woman’s knees from behind, toppling her. Minnow had burst from hiding, too, and the Jackals were already down, their bodies limp and rubbery, their necks snapped by a pair of powerful twists of the Minot’s arms.  
 
    Vee’s mag-pistol was still thrumming with magical intent and she fired off another shot, this time at the woman on the floor. More fiery wire spun out, uncoiling and recoiling until the woman was secured and howling in pain.  
 
    All that remained was the Grobnik named Malkin. He’d handled the sneak attack far better than the others, backpedaling in a direction that was opposite to where the main thrusts from Vee and Minnow had come. He’d also managed to snatch up Frank Stallone, who he now held by the throat, the cat’s eyes wide, his mouth open as he struggled to breathe.  
 
    “Is this nasty creature your pet?” Malkin snarled.  
 
    “We only just met,” Vee said, her mind ticking over the situation. From the corner of her eye, she saw the subtlest ripple of displaced air. Good timing, Terry, she thought. “You picked the wrong hostage. Do what you want with him.” It was a bluff, of course, but he didn’t know that.  
 
    And neither did Frank, the cat’s eyes widening further. 
 
    Minnow moved forward, flanking the strong-looking Grob.  
 
    “Another step and the cat dies,” Malkin threatened once more.  
 
    “Like I said…” Vee started, trying not to look at Terry’s nearly invisible form as he raced in behind. “We win.” Just as she spoke the last word, Terry emerged from his camouflaged position, raising an ion taser and shoving it into the Grobs back. The man’s eyes rolled back in his head, his hand opened to release Frank—who leapt deftly away, landing on his feet—and he collapsed with a thud.  
 
    “Nice one,” Vee said to Terry.  
 
    “Nice one?” Frank said, incredulous, his tongue lolling out as he panted. His fur was sticking straight up in all directions. “I felt the jolt too, did you ever consider he was touching me when you tased him? And what was all of this stuff about, ‘We only just met…do what you want with him’?”  
 
    “I was joking, cat. Grow a sense of humor. Be happy you’re not cat sashimi.” 
 
    “For your information, I have a sense of humor, though I can’t say the same about you lot. I put my neck on the line for you, literally, and this is the way you repay me? My fur will never be the same again. It’s as coarse as a Dragnokian’s bristles.” The cat began licking itself, though it had little effect.  
 
    Vee tried not to laugh. “The plan worked, didn’t it? At least we’re alive and in control of the ship.” 
 
    The cat muttered something under his breath.  
 
    Minnow punched the woman on the floor, and then the Bronzian, knocking each of them unconscious. Then he grinned, clearly pleased with himself.  
 
    “Where’s McGee?” Minnow asked.  
 
    Vee shrugged. “Hiding somewhere, probably. Or he snuck off during the fight.” She tried to sound nonchalant, but she could hear the strain in her own voice. She wanted to talk to the man again, to find out more about his connection—if any—with her mother.  
 
    Terry stepped over the downed Grob and dodged around the cat. “Who took out the Grem?” he asked.  
 
    Vee frowned. “I thought you did.” 
 
    Terry froze. “McGee and I got a Bronzian and two humans. No Gremolin.” 
 
    A wave of foreboding crashed over Vee. “Minnow and I took care of the others. We didn’t see any Grem.” 
 
    Just then, she felt the familiar prickle of magical energy raise the hairs on the back of her neck. It was a mage thing. Not when she was in the presence of liquid aura itself, but when the substance was being processed, or a spell was being formed. It was something one got used to feeling all the time in the Academy. But outside of mage training, she rarely felt it.  
 
    Oh no, she thought as she spun, contemplating a spell far too late, her finger not even touching her spellscreen before a maelstrom of rocks filled the control room, drilling her face, her body, forcing her to dive behind the row of seats and use the Bronzian’s unconscious body as a shield. Rock shrapnel continued to tumble around her and she felt the prick of numerous cuts in her skin and then the heat of spots of blood welling up to fill them.  
 
    Shielding her head with her arms, she took stock of the others. Minnow was down, a nasty gash leaking blood from his brow. The culprit lay nearby—a huge chunk of rock. As Vee watched, the stone rose from the floor, hovering for a moment before spinning toward her.  
 
    Mother of godstars, Vee thought, tracing the quickest spell she knew and squeezing her pistol’s trigger. A pathetic-looking gout of purple flame shot from the barrel, the energy barely enough to divert the path of the stone, which thumped into the back of the seat directly beside her. She clamped her free hand down on it and traced a spell with her pinky finger. Fireball. 
 
    She stood, rocks cascading around her as she scanned the control room. She spotted the hunched figure whose arms were extended—how does he process so much aura without a conduit? she wondered—and launched the stone, which instantly caught fire, the ball growing until it reached the Grem.  
 
    Bullseye, she thought, but at the last moment the floor erupted, dirt spewing on all sides. The fireball plowed harmlessly through the mound of dirt, and the Grem rolled away to safety. Dirt? What the Hole? Vee thought. Where did one come across so much dirt in space? The answer was obvious of course: The Gremolin’s magic had created it all, just as she could form flames out of nothingness.  
 
    He’s more powerful than me, she realized, which shouldn’t have been a surprise. She was a failed mage who hadn’t even reached Class 4. Yes, her MAG/EXP counter had seen a sudden and remarkable increase over the last week, but it didn’t change the facts. She was green while this creature was obviously a master of his art.  
 
    I’m going to die. We’re all going to die.  
 
    The ceiling began to crumble, massive chunks of stone rather than metal. Boulders the size of hovercars crashed around her. She saw one about to land on the Grem mage, but he merely feigned a punch and sent it flying away, targeting where Terry was clambering up the wall, trying to get somewhere safe. He was fully camouflaged, but the Grem wasn’t fooled.  
 
    A helpless cry of warning slipped from Vee’s lips, but Terry didn’t stand half a chance. The boulder slammed into him, crumbling around the edges and rolling to the floor to reveal the Chameleot’s motionless body.  
 
    My friends are dying, Vee thought, the room spinning now. Only pure instinct moved her fingers across the spellscreen as she sent fiery counterspells punching through the air to deflect boulder after boulder away from her, until— 
 
    She was drained, her reservesof aura depleted. I can create my own aura, she thought. Just like before. She focused, straining, letting her anger boil up and her blood heat and then— 
 
    Nothing. She collapsed, her knees cracking against the floor. Sharp pain slashed up her legs. 
 
    The Grem raised both its hands, an expression akin to a vicious grin curling its weathered lips. 
 
    Suddenly, Magic McGee was there, brandishing a long, dual-bladed weapon with both hands.  
 
    A sword, Vee thought. Where in the galaxies did he get that? It wasn’t just any sword, she realized, watching as white light blazed from its edges, the mage infusing the spellscreen on its hilt with magical energy. It was a knight’s mag-blade, a weapon that was nearly impossible to obtain unless you were an Academy-blessed knight.  
 
    McGee sprang forward with an agility and litheness that belied his bedraggled appearance. A series of glyphs appeared on the blade’s broadside, symbols Vee had never seen before.  
 
    The Gremolin grunted and backpedaled as McGee struck, the air itself shimmering as the sword cut through it. A wall of stone burst from the floor, but the blade shredded it like wet paper, stone shrapnel tumbling to McGee’s feet. He leapt over the destroyed wall and brought the blade down like a hammer.  
 
    At the last moment, however, the Grem raised a forearm and a stone shield formed along his pocked gray-green skin, taking the worst of the blow. His fist, which had grown substantially and was now the size of a rock itself, curled around the edge of the shield and connected with McGee’s chin, rocking him back. He flipped feet over head like a bungled lunar landing and crashed down with a vicious crunch amidst the rubble.  
 
    His sword slipped free of his hand, sliding across the floor and cutting through any shattered stones in its path until it came to rest near Vee. She reached out to touch it and it vanished.  
 
    The Grem mage stalked forward, its mouth contorted in a mixture of determination and victory. The stones in its path rose from the floor, whirling around him but never touching. This time, it was truly over. Her allies were all down, and she had nothing left. The need for magic swarmed through her but offered no strength.  
 
    The Gremolin stopped just before her, lifting its arm and hand slowly, raising a single finger dramatically. It’s enjoying this, Vee realized, hating the mage even more for lording its power over her. The act was so counter to everything she believed in that a fresh wave of anger crashed through her. She tried to channel the anger like she she had before when she’d taken down Miranda back on the transport vessel, but she was an empty husk. However she’d accomplished such a feat before was a mystery to her now.  
 
    She closed her eyes and thought only of her father and her daughter. How she’d failed them in a million ways. How she’d never been worthy of either of them.  
 
    Why hadn’t she stayed on the Arch and raised her daughter? Why had she rushed off, never lingering, all to earn a few Vectors working crappy security jobs at pointless events where she despised most of the attendees? Why why why… 
 
    “Eat smoke, eartheater!” a familiar voice shouted. 
 
    Vee’s eyes flashed open and she saw the Grem spin away, its mouth opening in a silent scream just as the stones in its near vicinity combusted, transforming into thick clouds of smoke that swarmed together and then, as if caught in a vacuum, were sucked into the Grem’s mouth. The creature gagged, stumbled, and fell, clawing at its own throat, its face turning from gray-green to sickly green.  
 
    The Grem mage face-planted onto the floor, which was now just a floor. The ceiling and walls and floor were free of stone rubble too. The control room was much the same as it was before the battle, save for all the bodies, both friend and foe, that littered the space.  
 
    Vee drew in a deep, shuddering breath, watching through blurry vision as their cat pilot, Frank Stallone, bounded nimbly over to her. “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re a mage,” she said, dumbfounded by the revelation.  
 
    The cat laughed. “Close, but wrong. Unlike you, I wasn’t born with the ability to process magic.” 
 
    “Then how…” 
 
    “Practice,” he said, grinning. His fur was matted and pressed in against his skin. Sticky blood was clumped amongst it, from his throat to his ribcage.  
 
    Vee had heard of aura users without the genetic disposition to process such spells. “You’re a wizard,” she said.  
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” Frank said. “I dabble. That smoke spell is one of several I’ve managed to perfect without killing myself. Other spells…not so much.” 
 
    Everything became clear to Vee now. “You turned yourself into a cat.” 
 
    The cat yowled. “Not intentionally!” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    “You didn’t ask.” 
 
    Despite the shock of the entire situation, Vee knew any further questions could wait. Minnow and Terry weren’t moving. Neither was McGee. She tried to crawl toward them, but her arms had no strength. “Aura,” she said. “Can you…” 
 
    “Gimme two licks.” Frank bounded away, and Vee eased to the floor, her cheek pressing against the cool metal surface.  
 
    Please be okay, she thought as her faltering gaze caught the forms of her friends.  
 
    Minnow’s fingers twitched. She stared at him, her lips parting slightly. They moved again. He groaned, rolling over, his head flopping to face her as his eyes fluttered open. “I need some aura,” he said. “Bad. None of that diluted stuff. The good stuff. Liquid poison.” 
 
    Vee breathed out a laugh. “I know the feeling. The cat will bring us what we need. You all right otherwise?” 
 
    “My head feels like it’s been hit by a rock. Oh wait.” He grinned weakly. “Where’s—” He cut off when he spotted McGee lying nearby. “He showed up?” 
 
    “In all his mage knight glory,” Vee said. When Minnow’s eyebrows lifted, she added, “I’ll tell you the whole story later. Trust me, it’s nothing compared to the feline wizard who’s been piloting our starship.” 
 
    “What?” Minnow tried to sit up, grunted, and then decided against it.  
 
    “Yeah. The furball’s got spells. Believe it or not.” 
 
    “Not,” Minnow said. “Although I’ve been wrong a lot lately.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Minnow frowned, seeming to realize something. “Where’s Terry?” 
 
    Vee breathed out through her nose, her lips pursed.  
 
    “Is he…” 
 
    “I don’t know. He took a worse hit than either of us.” She managed to gesture to where the Chameleot lay crumpled near the wall. He was fully visible, having lost his camouflage as soon as he lost consciousness.  
 
    “Oh man,” Minnow said, turning his head far enough to look. “Wait. He’s breathing. See his chest?” 
 
    Vee squinted, finally seeing what she hadn’t noticed before. The chameleon’s slender chest was moving. Thank the godstars, she thought, though she knew breathing wasn’t the same as waking up. Then again, it was better than dead. 
 
    Soft, padded footfalls approached, and Frank appeared, two small vials clamped between his lips. He lowered his head and placed one near Vee, and then shifted over to Minnow to do the same. Minnow said, “I ordered a double. Wizard.” 
 
    The cat’s eyes flicked from the Minot to Vee. “I see the mage has been telling stories again. Drink up. I could use a pair of hands that are bigger than these paws of mine.” 
 
    Vee still felt listless but got a jolt of energy at the sight of the dark liquid inside the glass vial. Pure aura. The thought of it rolling along her tongue, sliding down her throat, warming her stomach as it made its way into her bloodstream…it was enough to encourage her weak hand forward. She pushed it toward her mouth and she plucked the cap off with her teeth and then tilted her head back as she drank.  
 
    Ahhh, she thought, closing her eyes. The effect was almost instantaneous, her blood practically singing with relief. I’m a slave to my own desire, she thought with frustration.  
 
    Minnow was already standing, having thrown back his own vial of aura. “More,” he said.  
 
    “Minnow,” Vee cautioned, though she was thinking the same thing, licking any residue from her lips.  
 
    “Sorry, Mom,” Minnow said.  
 
    “Magic,” a voice said from nearby. 
 
    Vee turned toward it, surprised to find McGee sitting up and looking at her. The skin on one side of his face was mottled with dark bruising, his eye swollen shut. “You’re a—” she started to say, but he scampered to his feet and hustled away, climbing the ladder to the mage seat. She frowned, watching the man’s back for a few moments as he stared through the membrane. Where had the brave, heroic mage knight gone? And where had he come from in the first place? “Thank you!” she shouted. She twisted to look the other way, where Minnow had started toward Terry. Frank was already prowling around, sniffing the Chameleot’s body.  
 
    “He’s alive, but weak,” the cat said.  
 
    Vee, feeling much herself again, clambered to her feet and joined them, ignoring the other bodies, which were comprised of a human and a Bronzian—both bound and still alive—two dead Jackals, an unconscious Grobnik, and one deceased Gremolin mage.  
 
    “We should get him to the medical bay,” Vee said, stifling a sob. Seeing Terry like that…it was hard. She’d known him her entire life. Not once had he appeared so…helpless.  
 
    “I’ll get a backboard,” Minnow said. “We need to stabilize his spine and neck, just in case…” He left the rest unfinished, which Verity was grateful for. She’d brought Terry here. Yes, he’d willingly signed up, but that didn’t change the fact that it was she who’d asked him. It was she, Verity Toya, who was the common denominator in an equation that was swiftly looking like the code to the destruction of everything she touched.  
 
    No, she thought, taking a deep breath. This is Dacre’s doing. He’s the one working with the Jackals. He’s the one who stole a prime artifact and a shitload of pure magic, enough to destroy entire planets. A fresh swell of anger rose up in her and she felt the need to hit something, anything. Her fingers twitched. She stood there, chest heaving, as she fought off the desire to trace a series of destructive glyphs into the air itself.  
 
    She knew she could do it, just as she had with the stone she’d turned into a fireball without the use of her mag-pistol. Is this what it feels like to be a Class 5 mage? she wondered. Her MAG/EXP counter was just north of 175,000, but the next stop was 300,000 and Class 4, not 5. Class 5 was like a distant star millions of light years away. Still, she couldn’t deny the raw power she felt thrumming through her.  
 
    “Fool,” she muttered. She was no warrior mage. Black Hole, she hadn’t even been able to defeat a single Grem.  
 
    “What?” the cat asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Vee said, finally quelling her anger. The more she learned, the muddier things seemed to become. Only one thing was certain: 
 
    She needed to find Dacre before he did something stupid. Well, more stupid. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Wheeling and dealing 
 
      
 
    Weaponless, Dacre watched as the gate opened, extending into a ramp that clanged onto the landing strip. Several Jackals hovered around him, their leathery wings beating the air into a frenzy. Their belts were empty of the aura-tipped darts and guns that were usually holstered there. It had taken a fair amount of convincing—and some threatening—before they’d agreed to attempt peaceful negotiations rather than resorting to violence. 
 
    Half a dozen of my best fighters could take this entire rock, General Kukk’uk had grumbled as she left her dart gun behind.  
 
    Now, the general flew on ahead, fearless, flanked by her soldiers.  
 
    Dacre followed behind, feeling the pull of artificial gravity with each step. As he descended to the airstrip, he scanned the platform for any signs of movement. The other docked ships were dwarfed by the star-rig. After all, only a fool or madman would try to pilot such a huge vessel through an asteroid field.  
 
    Dacre wondered which category he and his allies fell into. Both, probably, he thought with a wry smile.  
 
    Movement caught Dacre’s attention at the beginning of the airstrip, where the metal platform met the side of the asteroid. A large gate opened, and a group emerged, traipsing toward them. They were mostly human, though two Grobs were amongst the group, the huge creatures hefting large pulse cannons on their shoulders. The humans carried pistols, and all of them were leveled on Dacre and the Jackals. 
 
    I don’t like this, Kukk’uk clicked. Feels like a trap. 
 
    Dacre didn’t disagree, but he also preferred not to be vaporized, which is what the voice had threatened through the commlink. “Let me do the talking,” he said. The Jackals weren’t exactly known for their diplomacy. Then again, this was the largest black market in the galaxy, and Dacre doubted diplomacy mattered.  
 
    “Hello,” he said with a big smile and a wave. “I am Dacre Avvalon, you might have heard of me through the galactosphere? No? I am the most wanted criminal this side of the galaxy.” 
 
    The men were hard-looking, many of their faces flashing with holo-tattoos, their hair shaved into various formations atop their scalps. None of them so much as cracked a smile. They were wearing strange bodysuits made from some sort of flexible polymer that allowed a full range of motion. The man at the forefront was older than Dacre, perhaps forty, and his hair was longer, almost in his eyes, which were a crystalline blue. His face wasn’t tattooed, though he wore a neatly trimmed goatee.  
 
    He carried no weapons, his mannerisms relaxed and easy. Dacre immediately recognized him as the leader of the welcoming posse.  
 
    “We don’t take kindly to strangers showing up on our doorstep,” he said, his voice identical to that which had spoken through the star-rig’s speakers. “Especially those being hunted by the Alliance.” 
 
    “Not even those with Vectors to spend?” Dacre asked.  
 
    “You said something about information worth trillions. Not about spending Vectors. Did you lie to me? Be careful how you answer. Here in Coffee’s Alley, loose lips are frowned upon.” 
 
    Dacre’s instincts told him this man was not one to be trifled with. Despite his casual demeanor, there was a dangerous glint in his eyes. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Answering a question with a question,” the man said. “You are testing my patience. But I will answer this one, for my identity is easy enough to learn. I am Clay Coffee, and you’re standing on my airfield, which is connected to my rock, which sits at the core of my asteroid field. You are here because I have allowed it, and if you do not answer my question in the next three seconds, I will likely lose my temper. Trust me, that’s not what you want.” 
 
    Dacre was about to respond, when he heard a sound that sent a shot of fear through his chest: Weapons being drawn from holsters. 
 
    Just as swiftly, the humans and Grobniks tightened their grips on their own weapons, each taking a different target.  
 
    Dacre glanced at Kukk’uk. The general and each of the other Jackals were now gripping dart guns, each of which were leveled at those across from them. Kukk’uk clicked, I’m sorry, foolish human, but one does not walk into a trap empty-handed.  
 
    Dacre gritted his teeth and turned back toward Coffee. “I swear I didn’t know they were hiding weapons.” 
 
    “And yet they were.” 
 
    “I can fix this.” 
 
    “So can I.” Still weaponless, Coffee raised his hand slowly. All around Dacre, he could sense the Jackals preparing to squeeze their triggers.  
 
    The attack came not from Coffee and his gang, nor from the Jackals, but from the airstrip itself. The area on which they stood was suddenly like an electromagnet dragging everything—not just the metal—toward the ground.  
 
    Dacre was slammed down, pain shooting through him as first his knees, then his shoulders and jaw collided with the hard metal platform. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw several Jackals, including Kukk’uk, trying to flap their wings unsuccessfully against the pull.  
 
    Gravity, he thought. Coffee’s raised arm had been a signal. Someone who had been watching knew to crank up the grav field. Clever. “What is this, ten times standard gravity?” he said, finding it hard to even open his mouth to speak.  
 
    “Twenty,” Coffee said, still on his feet. Clearly their suits somehow managed to negate the effect of the added grav. “Should we try a hundred? Your very bones will shatter. After a few minutes, you’ll be vaporized. I do not make empty threats.” 
 
    “Listen,” Dacre said. “I did not lie. The information I have is worth more than my entire payload.” He tried to gesture over his shoulder to the banged-up rig but found his hand unable to move. Instead, he flicked his eyes in what he thought was the right direction. 
 
    Instead of asking about the information, the man said, “You are carrying the stolen aura from Archimedes, I presume?”  
 
    A pro, Dacre thought. Talk about something else to force your opponent to bring the conversation back to the more important topic. It was standard procedure in any hostile negotiation, something all the mage acolytes had been taught back in the Academy. “Of course. Enough to destroy—” 
 
    “Entire planets,” the man finished, clearly not impressed. “Then again, your”—he eyed the pinned Jackals—“friends…already have the largest reserve of aura beneath their home planet, no? Why expend all the effort to steal more?” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that much of the magic on Jarnum is almost impossible to get to. The bedrock chews up tritonium drill bits like it’s made of soft cheese. The little the Jackals are able to harvest is used to lace their weapons.” It wasn’t a complete answer, which Dacre had done on purpose. He needed to know how much this man knew about the galaxy around him.  
 
    “Stop testing me, Dacre,” the man said. “I’m no fool, and the Jackals aren’t either. They have a substantial store already harvested over many years. So tell me why they need even more? If you lie or leave anything else out again, this conversation is over. You don’t want it to be over.” 
 
    Dacre managed a shrug, as if the answer was no secret, which it wasn’t. The gesture felt like lifting mountains with his shoulders. “Their target is the Alliance.” 
 
    “No kidding, really? What I was asking was what is their plan? To attack the Council? The Archchancellor herself? Take out one of the key races?” Dacre noticed the man hadn’t asked how they were going to use the aura to carry out any of the preceding.  
 
    He knows I’m a powerful mage, or at least suspects it. It was just another reason why the enhanced grav field was so smart. If I can’t lift my fingers, I can’t cast any spells. He shook his head, which required a monumental effort. “No. Their target is less…obvious.” 
 
    General Kukk’uk clicked a warning, but Dacre ignored her. Sometimes the truth was the best way to get someone’s attention. And it wasn’t like this man would turn informant for the Alliance. Plus, they were out of options, at the mercy of Coffee and his goons. 
 
    “We’re going to destroy the Mage Academy,” he said.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    After that, things had moved more quickly, but not necessarily in a good way.  
 
    Clay Coffee had them bound with pulse cuffs and anklets, which would blow them off their feet at the press of a button. Then he’d hustled them along through the large hole cut into the asteroid. The wide corridor was brimming with activity, especially now that the launch strip was reopened. Apparently, Coffee had closed it down temporarily just to deal with them.  
 
    It’s like I’m a celebrity, Dacre thought wryly, watching the small hovertrucks race past. Many of them were empty, heading back to their ships after a successful black-market sale. Others, however, were full, carrying various items including a variety of dangerous-looking weapons. One truck was piled high with what appeared to be mag-rifles, a fact that was both eye-opening and disconcerting. Dacre almost laughed at his own thoughts. Says the guy consorting with terrorists and hauling around stolen aura. 
 
    Thankfully, no one had frisked him or they might’ve discovered the amulet dangling around his neck. Not that he could use it. Coffee had been very clear that the pulse cuffs he’d been given were “special,” made of magium and designed to thwart an escape attempt by a mage. “Just try it,” Coffee had said, and it felt like he wanted him to. Dacre was tempted, if only because he could feel their timetable slipping away. If he was one day—no, one second—too late…he shivered to even consider it—everything would be lost. 
 
    The corridor eventually spilled into a cavernous space cut into the asteroid. Giant tritonium columns ensured the ceiling wouldn’t collapse. Littered throughout the space was the market. Dacre had to admit it wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d thought the famous black market would be tucked away in a shadowy hole somewhere, hidden safely in the asteroid belt. This place was well-lit, bright even, and…gasp!...organized. If he was being honest, it appeared more organized than the Intragalaxy Securities Exchange, or ISE, which he’d visited once as part of a field trip while in primary school. The ISE had been full of thousands of robots racing about, narrowly avoiding colliding with each other as they placed bids for shares in various public enterprises using unique access codes. To a young boy, the scene had appeared chaotic. All grown up, Dacre still didn’t understand how it had all worked.  
 
    Here, in Coffee’s Alley—it should be called Coffee’s Giant Asteroidal Warehouse, Dacre thought—the scene was more subdued. Hole, there were lines! Buyers and sellers of various races waited their turn at each hoverstall. The stalls were mobile, most of them hovering in fixed position. Some of them had samples of their product, like the stall Dacre had just noticed, which featured an unarmed display version of twelve different types of rockets, each of which were larger and more destructive than the last. He heard one potential buyer, a tall, wiry Jhinn man, ask whether he could get “a hundy,” which Dacre could only assume meant one hundred. The seller, an aging Bronzian who still appeared strong enough to crush moonrocks between his fists, laughed and told him he could arrange three times that amount if desired. He also heard mad amounts of Vectors being tossed about. “Millions” was used casually, while thrice he heard mention of amounts in the “Billions.” Good thing I said ‘Trillions’, he thought, or else Coffee might’ve blasted their star-rig before it had even landed.  
 
    Dacre shook his head, trying to come to terms with the sheer volume of weaponry being sold in this one place. Enough to outfit a large portion of the Alliance forces, surely.  
 
    Several of the buyers and more than one seller glanced at the captives as they were marched through the market. Their gazes didn’t linger, however, and Dacre wondered whether such a thing was a regular occurrence.  
 
    At the opposite end of the market was a hoverlift guarded by two burly Grobnik. Dacre expected the two guards to nod or show some form of interest in the pack of Jackals considering the two races were supposed to be neighbors and allies, but the Grobs stared straight ahead as if they didn’t exist. Their horns were sharpened to points that Dacre thought looked like they could gore the thick skin of a Bronzian grinder.  
 
    The lift doors opened, and the prisoners were ushered inside. Though the space was large, they barely fit, packed shoulder to shoulder. On one side Dacre’s shoulder was pressed against the edge of Kukk’uk’s leathery wing, and on the opposite side Coffee’s elbow poked unapologetically into his ribs.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Dacre asked, the silence wearing down on him.  
 
    Coffee grunted but didn’t respond.  
 
    The hoverlift rose rapidly and Dacre felt his stomach lurch. The vessel decelerated and then moved on a strange angle—not just up but to the side as well, or so it felt. After a few tense moments it stopped, and the doors opened. More well-built Grobnik guards met them with steely stares and hefty stun-rifles.  
 
    A series of magium-plated corridors branched off from the hoverlift. Coffee finally spoke: “My inner sanctuary,” he said. “Constructed of grade-A magium harvested from the mountains of Urkusk. Not a single spell has ever been cast here, but you’re welcome to try. Guards—remove their shackles.” 
 
    Dacre rubbed his wrists once the cuffs were off, firing warning daggers at Kukk’uk and her Jackals. Don’t try anything. He doubted they would—their weapons had all been taken.  
 
    Down one of the corridors they went, the path soon coming to a crossroads. Second fork from the left, Dacre memorized, picturing the reverse in his head. Soon, however, he became confused, each new fork leading in a different direction. How large is this place? 
 
    Coffee seemed to sense his thoughts, grinning. “Yes, it’s a maze of sorts. Only those who have spent decades here truly know all the nooks and crannies. Which basically means me. I grew up here. This is my playground.” 
 
    Yes, but what sorts of games did you play? Dacre thought.  
 
    Eventually they stopped at a heavy-looking door. The plating reminded Dacre of the blast-proof doors on the Alliance starships he’d seen back at the Academy. Coffee strode up to a reader on the wall and let the device scan his eyes. Accepted, a sultry voice said, and the door opened from bottom to top with barely a whisper. Inside was an empty room. “Get in,” Coffee said.  
 
    When Dacre started forward, Coffee stopped him with an outstretched arm. “Not you. Them.” 
 
    The Jackals hesitated but were soon shoved forward by the rest of the posse. They clicked their protests but disappeared when the door clamped down once more.  
 
    “What are you going to do to them?” Dacre asked. Though they were only his temporary allies—a means to an end—and he had no love for the Jackals, he didn’t want to see them tortured or killed. Especially Kukk’uk, who he’d begun to develop something akin to comradery and respect for.  
 
    Even if she does want to blow the Mage Academy halfway across the galaxy.  
 
    “They will not be harmed unless you do something foolish,” Coffee replied after a moment’s pause. “Their fate is in your hands, so to speak.” 
 
    Great. I never do anything foolish. 
 
    “Sounds good,” he said. “Where to next?” 
 
    “My office.” 
 
    Clay Coffee’s office was a sprawling suite made up of a series of rooms, each more extravagant than the next. “Hold all my comms,” Coffee said to a bot sitting at a desk when they first entered.  
 
    Past the secretary’s desk was a waiting room of sorts, the walls filled with holoscreens broadcasting a variety of streams, from intergalactic news programs to hoversports to the Jhinn dramas that had become wildly popular despite how bad the acting was. Currently, the screens were being watched by no one, the waiting room empty.  
 
    The next room on the tour contained a fully-stocked bar manned by a bartender bot. “Drink?” Coffee asked.  
 
    “Usually,” Dacre said. “But no. I’d better keep my wits about me.” 
 
    Coffee laughed. “Afraid I might poison you? If I wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead.” 
 
    “And I’m alive because…” 
 
    “I’m curious. That’s all. We don’t get many unexpected visitors. Plus, I sense you have a tale to tell, and I do enjoy stories.” 
 
    You don’t know the half of it, Dacre said, watching as Coffee ordered himself a glass of Felicity, a drink known for its high percentage of aura content. Because of this, it had been the drink of choice for many of the mages at the Academy. Most non-magical users couldn’t handle the stuff, and soon became addicts.  
 
    Coffee seemed to sense his mental raised eyebrows, though Dacre had been careful not to let his thoughts change his neutral expression. “I can handle my aura,” he said. It came out like a challenge.  
 
    “I’m sure you can.” 
 
    With that, Coffee led him into yet another room, this one plush and warm, with soft-looking couches, thick carpeting that practically bounced underfoot, and what had to be fake reprints of fine Chameleot art that changed color as the viewer changed their viewing angle.  
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Coffee said, “but I can assure you they’re real. I could lie and tell you they’re investments, but they’re not. Everyone has their addictions, and I am no different. Chameleot art has always attracted me. Beautiful, don’t you think?” 
 
    Dacre couldn’t deny it—the artwork had a certain allure. Various empty landscapes from planets across the Godstar Galaxy adorned the space. As he walked further into the room, however, the scenery changed, the vacant landscapes suddenly filled with soldiers and ships, depicting the anxious moments before the start of battles fought long ago, before the Alliance was formed. Another few steps and each planet’s terrain became pockmarked and crumbling, smoke filling the air. Bodies littered the ground on both sides. Vehicles were shredded in half and on fire. “Nice,” Dacre said and Coffee grinned, taking a seat on a broad couch that wrapped around an entire corner of the room. He sipped from his dark-colored drink and gestured to Dacre to sit across from him.  
 
    Dacre did, sinking into the soft chair and placing his arms casually on the rests. He felt the urge to speak but forced himself to wait. The smart move was to let Coffee dictate the conversation.  
 
    Coffee remained silent, sipping his strong drink at a pace that would leave most humans dizzy. He, however, seemed unaffected. 
 
    “Are you a mage?” Dacre asked.  
 
    Coffee swallowed his latest sip and laughed, placing it on a glass table between them. “Would a mage king live in a palace constructed of magium?” 
 
    Not likely, Dacre thought. But then again, it could be a ruse. Those mages that hadn’t graduated from the Academy sometimes liked to keep their abilities hidden. The Alliance was known to make such people…disappear…if they were unwilling to be formally trained. It was only one of many things Dacre hated about the Alliance. 
 
    Dacre said nothing, refusing to wither under Coffee’s stare. “You lied before. Why?” Coffee finally asked. “Why would anyone lie about plotting to destroy the Mage Academy? Unless you think we’re barbarians here and welcome terrorists into our fold with open arms.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m a businessman. I like Vectors. I like how they look on my screen when they go up. I like how they let me buy anything I want. Destruction is only of interest to me if it’s profitable.” 
 
    “And you don’t think the destruction of the Mage Academy will be profitable? With less Alliance mages out there, won’t it be easier to conduct your business? The things you trade in aren’t exactly legal.” 
 
    Coffee leaned back. “All things require balance. The Alliance keeps my competition minimal. Most people do not have both the smarts and funding to create what I have. Do you think I’ve only managed to avoid being shut down by the Alliance because of my location? If the Alliance truly wanted me dead, they would launch a full-scale assault on the asteroid belt and blow us all back to the Age of Shadows.” 
 
    “Then why don’t they?” 
 
    Coffee smiled. “Vectors, of course.” 
 
    “You pay them off.” 
 
    “Yes. But Vectors alone would not hold them at bay. I provide them with information too.” 
 
    Dacre pretended to be shocked, though he already knew this. He’d researched Coffee’s Alley extensively once they’d determined they would enter Godstar IV. That had been the main reason he’d dangled information in front of the man’s nose when they’d first arrived on this rock.  
 
    “What sort of information?” 
 
    “The rumblings I hear through my business. Who’s going to attack who. Whether the Machinists are planning to surrender. Whether the Jackals are buying any new weapons. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “So you’re going to tell them about our planned attack on the Academy?” 
 
    Coffee shrugged nonchalantly. “Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t tell them everything. Just enough to keep them out of my business. Plus, you’re not going to attack the Academy, are you?” 
 
    Dacre still wondered how he knew. He thought he’d conveyed the lie rather believably. He chose his next words carefully. “The Jackals are planning to carry out the attack.” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” Coffee said. “I’m certain that’s what the Jackals want to do. But it’s not what you want to do. You’re using them. That much is plain. The only question that remains is: For what?” 
 
    Damn, he’s good. All the stories about Clay Coffee were true. The man was shrewd. “Isn’t it obvious? I need their aura.” 
 
    “What level mage are you?” Coffee asked. “Don’t lie, because I’ve already done my research. You said 5+, but are you really? Your retinas were scanned the moment you stepped out of your rig. Dacre Avvalon, twenty-six years old, hailing from Bellonia in the Godstar II system. After entering the Academy at eighteen, you were a rising star, trained as a mage knight, until you were kicked out for something that is now a sealed record. And I mean sealed. Even I couldn’t hack into the information. When you left, you were Class 4, but I’m guessing you’ve been working hard to get to Class 5. Only you went off the grid. You haven’t reported your MAG/EXP counter to the Alliance annually like you are required to do.” 
 
    “So report me.” 
 
    Coffee laughed again. “I don’t care about such things, you should know that. So, did you make it to Class 5?” 
 
    “Yes.” If he had answered no, Dacre suspected the man would’ve had him hooked up to his own system to verify the truth of his answer. Then he would’ve discovered that pesky ‘+’, because within the confines of this place Dacre wouldn’t have been able to use magic to modify it.  
 
    “Wow. You have been busy. Achieving Class 5 outside of the Academy is no easy feat. Or so I’ve been told.” 
 
    “Why do you care what level I’m at? Surely you’ve come across Class 5 mages before.” 
 
    “Of course. But most of them work for the Alliance. The only truly non-Alliance mages are the Gremolins, and they’re all half-crazy. I was merely testing whether you have the power and ability to handle the amount of magic the Jackals have access to. Otherwise why would you need it? To throw poison darts at the Alliance? If you’re going to use all that magic, you need two things: a powerful mage, which apparently you are; and a powerful weapon, which I’m assuming you don’t have.” 
 
    “Correct.” Except I needed three things, not two. And I already have the third—the prime artifact. Dacre was somewhat pleased the well-connected black-market dealer didn’t yet know about his other theft.  
 
    “You think I’m selling such a weapon?” Coffee asked. 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Coffee frowned. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “As you already know, we were shot down. We landed here out of necessity.” 
 
    Dacre saw the moment Coffee fit together all the pieces, a light entering his eyes. “You want to get to Urkusk.” 
 
    “The Grems are believed to have powerful mag-weapons they’ve hidden from the Alliance,” Dacre said, because he already knew Coffee had figured as much. “One weapon, in particular.” 
 
    “Rumors and gossip.” 
 
    “The Alliance doesn’t think so.” 
 
    “The Alliance are fools at the best of times.” 
 
    “And at the worst?” 
 
    “Let’s just say, they like to chase their own tails,” Coffee said. “Let me get this straight: I’m to fix your star-rig and send you down to Urkusk so you can find some powerful weapon which you will use for some purpose—probably nefarious—and in return you’ll tell me what that purpose is, so I can sell the information to the Alliance for a trillion Vectors?” 
 
    Dacre didn’t hesitate. “Yup.” 
 
    The man picked up his glass and took another sip. Thus far, Dacre hadn’t noticed the potent concoction having any effect on him. Another ruse, he realized. If he was a betting man, he’d say the drink was colored water.  
 
    Slowly, Coffee stood, his eyes narrowing until they were laser-focused on Dacre. His expression was unreadable, but from where Dacre was sitting, it didn’t look good. Perhaps he’d overestimated the man’s level of greed.  
 
    But then Clay Coffee extended a hand and said, “You’ve got yourself a deal. But I’m coming with you to Urkusk.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Wreckage colony 
 
      
 
    The Grem’s dark, blank-eyed stare was disconcerting, and Vee was glad when Minnow covered the creature’s face with a thin blanket and wrapped the corpse in a plasto-sheen body bag. The Jackals were also disposed of without ceremony, all three sent out an airlock into the dark and empty void of space.  
 
    The prisoners would be handled differently. “What are you going to do to us?” the Jhinn woman said. Vee could detect the fear in her tone, and it surprised her. For a moment, she stared at her, marveling at the beauty of the galaxy. Now that the lights were back on, her skin was a bright green, almost fluorescent, bearing small red spots. She wondered what had happened to bring her to this place. Was it a series of bad decisions? Vee knew all about those. Or was she merely a victim of bad luck and misfortune? Vee could blame herself for many of her own problems, but not all of them. Sometimes bad stuff just happened, like something that was never meant to explode spontaneously combusting and leaving the survivors to dig out the shrapnel.  
 
    “If you cooperate, you won’t be harmed,” Vee said coldly, letting the backwards threat sink in. “We’re going to repair our ship and be off.” 
 
    The male Bronzian, who was now conscious, narrowed his eyes and said, “You’ll let us go, just like that?” 
 
    “Shut your damn mouth,” the female Bronzian snapped. “You want her to change her mind?” 
 
    “Try to escape or harm any of my crew,” Vee continued, “and I’ll light each of you on fire and blow on the flames. Understood?” 
 
    Silence all around. Vee turned and walked away with Minnow at her shoulder. “You’re a scary woman sometimes,” he said.  
 
    Vee felt sick but didn’t regret the empty threat. These kinds of people—cutthroat, dog-eat-dog—responded only to threats of violence, clinging to their own miserable existence like a starving dog’s teeth gripping a bone.  
 
    “Stay with Terry,” Vee said to Frank. 
 
    The cat nodded. “Can’t exactly leave anyway,” he muttered. 
 
    Vee stopped and turned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You don’t know? I’m bound to this ship by magic. That warrior mage’s doing. She used an artifact—a ring set with a strange crystal—to perform the spell.” 
 
    “I—I had no idea. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Frank offered a feline grin. “Things could be worse. I could be floating in the Void with that Grem and his friends.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty low bar, but I guess you’re right. Anyway, thanks again for what you did before. You saved us all.” 
 
    The cat offered a low, exaggerated bow. “At your service, madam.” 
 
    “We’ll talk more later,” Vee promised. “I’d love to hear your whole story.” 
 
    “As long as you reciprocate,” Frank said as Vee descended the gangway to the interconnected sprawl of wreckage they’d been forcibly docked beside. Their starship was tethered to the platform—damaged sheet metal ripped from some derelict spacecraft—via a vacuum tube with a weak grav-field. Vee bounced slightly as she descended, enjoying the thrill of feeling lighter and more buoyant.  
 
    Minnow was already on the platform, and McGee was prowling toward the left, where the tubing continued for three meters before transitioning to an all-glass walkway that gave the feeling of being alone and lost in space.  
 
    “What a way to live,” Minnow said as they walked. “Utter isolation.” Even the floor was glass, and Vee hoped it was well-constructed, especially under the Minot’s heavy trod.  
 
    “Living like spiders,” she said. It was true. On this piece of wreckage, the group of misfits would’ve been forced to patiently wait in their web for their next capture. They were in a well-traveled location, the most direct route between the portal from hyperspace to both the asteroid field and Urkusk, but still… 
 
    She could never live like that. Being tied down in such a way, dependent on others for her own survival—just the thought made her chest constrict.  
 
    Is that why I left my own daughter to be raised by my father? Because I would’ve gone mad back on the Arch? The familiar excuses played in her head—She’s better off without me…My father will give her what I cannot…She can never know the true identities of her screwed-up parents…—but each was emptier than the last.  
 
    The glass walkway ended, and the next area was a patchwork creation from parts of a satellite soldered together in an odd, but surprisingly artistic manner. Within the satellite fortress were three levels containing sleeping quarters, a small kitchen, and a lounge area with half a dozen holo-screens. One of them showed the shimmering tube that identified the portion of the system where hyperspace ended. Vee felt like she was looking down the barrel of a mag-cannon and was selfishly glad she was no longer on the other side of it.  
 
    “I would go mad in this tin can,” Minnow said, drawing a smile from Vee. He glanced at McGee. “No offense.” 
 
    If the man had even heard the comment, he didn’t show it. Instead he was opening various compartments and sniffing the contents. He held up a spoon, his nose wrinkling, and then licked it.  
 
    Gross. The man was an enigma. During the battle, he’d been the fiercest warrior, composed, focused, but now…he might’ve been a child discovering the world for the first time. What happened to you? she wondered. And what did it have to do with my mother? They were both questions for another time.  
 
    They continued to poke around, searching for anything that might be used to help repair their starship. In truth, they desperately needed Terry to wake up. Fixing stuff was his thing, while Vee and Minnow had an undeniable talent for breaking stuff. 
 
    Like my own life, Vee thought. “Shut up, head,” she muttered. She was tired of feeling sorry for herself, tired of regret. Vee knew little of ancient universe history, only the basics learned in primary school back on the Arch. Still, she felt like time had reversed, carrying her back to The Age of Shadows, when humanity was still confined to a single planet known as Urth. According to the history holos, it had been a time of overpopulation, dwindling natural resources, pollution, and overall wastefulness. But humans, in some ways, were like cockroaches: survivors. They discovered the science and art of hypertravel, locating inhabitable worlds without measure. Metaphorically speaking, humanity stepped into the light, leaving their period of shadow behind them. The Godstar Galaxy was discovered thousands of years later and was the only known galaxy in the universe with multiple inhabitable planets per star. A perfect place to start over, even if it meant sharing the galaxy with dozens of other races. 
 
    “Do you think the gods really lived here once?” she asked. 
 
    Minnow, who had been fiddling with one of the holo-screens, flicking between the thousands of galactic stations, stopped and stared at her. “I thought you didn’t believe in the gods.” 
 
    “I don’t.” Still, sometimes Vee envied Minnow’s faith, his belief that they were a small part of some greater scheme. “But I want to know what you think.” 
 
    They started down another corridor, one leading away from the main living quarters. This one was cobbled together from meteorites and chunks of asteroids. The floor crunched as they walked, McGee moving swiftly ahead.  
 
    “I think the gods died to save us all,” Minnow said.  
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Some were evil. Hence, the Godwars.” 
 
    “But if they were ALL POWERFUL with capital letters, wouldn’t they know a war amongst themselves would destroy them all?” 
 
    “The historians believe some of them knew,” Minnow said, inspecting a glossy part of the wall that appeared metallic. “There are ancient records, left behind when the seven systems were formed. You didn’t learn this in school?” 
 
    Vee tried to remember. She probably had, but more than likely had her holo tuned to something else during class. “So if they knew…” 
 
    “They did it to save us all, like I said.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The godstars are what provide life to each of the systems, right?” Minnow asked.  
 
    “Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “And the godstars are formed from the undying hearts of the shattered gods, correct?” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Humor me. What if some of the gods knew what would happen if they fought? What if they knew their deaths would provide life for trillions of lives more delicate than theirs? Would they sacrifice themselves?” 
 
    Vee tried to suspend her disbelief, truly thinking about what it would’ve been like to be an omniscient being with an infinite store of power at her disposal. If she knew this part of the universe could be changed forever to save an innumerable number of other lifeforms, would she have been willing to die for such a cause? 
 
    And she instantly knew the answer, because she didn’t need the lives of trillions to hang in the balance for her to make the ultimate sacrifice. She only needed one. Her daughter. “Yes,” she said. “They would.” 
 
    “Right. But not all the gods. Some were against the plan, which, of course, played right into the hands of those willing to make the sacrifice. The Third Godstar War began, and it ended with the formation of the Godstar Galaxy.” 
 
    “And the sprinkling of gods’ blood,” Vee said, the only part of the histories she was intimately familiar with since it involved magic. It was said that liquid aura was the blood of the gods that had died during the war, their final gift to those with the ability to wield it.  
 
    “Correct,” Minnow said.  
 
    “So all the gods died.” 
 
    Minnow shrugged just as McGee vanished into the space beyond the rocky hallway. “The historians disagree on that point. Some say there must’ve been more than seven gods fighting in the war. And since when does a war have no survivors?” 
 
    It was a fair question, but only led to a bigger one. “Then where are the surviving gods?” 
 
    “There is a theory. Two of the most powerful gods were locked in a magical struggle, their spells colliding in such a way that the energy combined, creating an explosion unlike anything in history, save perhaps the original forming of the universe. Seven gods chose to be destroyed instantly by the explosion, except for their immortal hearts, which were cast into seven different locations, thus creating the Godstar Galaxy, while the others allowed themselves to be flung into the far reaches of the universe to survive the blast. There are those who believe the surviving gods will one day return for their vengeance.” 
 
    Vee had heard of such people, cultish folks who worshipped moonrocks and wore metal on their heads to protect their minds from being read. She was about to express exactly what she thought of such fools but stopped when they stepped into the next area.  
 
    “Target located,” she said, smiling.  
 
    Minnow rubbed his hands together and they got to work collecting any items that resembled what the A.I. had shown them they needed. Gods or not, they needed to fix their starship before Dacre and the Jackals created their own magical explosion that changed the galaxy forever.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, they’d managed to locate and transport many of the spare parts needed to repair the ship. Even McGee had pitched in and helped, though twice Vee had caught him staring at his own reflection in a shiny piece of metal and muttering to himself. 
 
    Now, Al the A.I. was coordinating the repairs with his usual bravado.  
 
    I said the green port, you half-brained sea-dog! Al hollered at Minnow as he fumbled to replace a blown fuse in the main control panel. One more fool mistake and it’ll be the brig for ye! 
 
    Minnow, clutching a rather large wrench in one hand, looked tempted to smash it into the panel, but then thought better of it and reconnected the scavenged fuse. “What’s a ‘brig’ anyway?” he wondered aloud.  
 
    “Make one more fool mistake and find out,” Frank said, grinning. The cat was busily charting a course for Urkusk in the event they were ever able to get the starship up and running. Terry, unfortunately, was still out cold, though his breathing was even and normal, exactly what you would expect from someone in a deep sleep.  
 
    Minnow was instructed to haul a large and expensive-looking piece of equipment to the “rear galley, ye useless saltlick!” while Vee was told to finish up with the control panel. She followed each order carefully, and not once was she called a “deckslug” or “roasted maggot,” which she considered to be a small victory. Then again, Al treated her with more deference than the others, always using the honorific “Cap’n” when addressing her. Still, his personality programming was grating on her nerves by the time she finished, a splitting headache beginning to form in the center of her forehead.  
 
    Wait, she realized. It’s not the A.I.’s fault. At least not entirely. She was overdue for her next shot of aura. She gritted her teeth in frustration. Was this what the rest of her life would look like? Always counting the hours to her next swig? As soon as this was over, she was determined to check into the most expensive magical rehab facility she could afford and get clean. After that, she had no idea. 
 
    Al was now running through a system restart, various lights flashing as the holoscreens cycled off and on.  
 
    “Hey, Frank, is it time for that story yet?” Vee asked, hoping to pass the time.  
 
    “It’s rather embarrassing,” the cat said.  
 
    “We’re all friends here. What’s a little secret amongst those who survived an attack by a powerful Grem mage specializing in large boulders and pointy shrapnel?” 
 
    “Funny,” Frank said. “Fine. If you must know, I was once an arrogant clot who thought I could harness magic for my every whim.” 
 
    “No,” Vee said, feigning astonishment. “I’m rather shocked.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure you are. Anyway, unlike some of us”—he fired a pointed look in her direction—“I wasn’t blessed by the godstars with the genetic disposition to process aura, so I took it upon myself to study the works of Ronald Alspice and Kermit Pathfinder.” 
 
    “These are used hovercar salesmen?” Vee said, trying to keep a straight face but failing.  
 
    “You should be a holocomedian,” Frank said. “Do you want to hear the rest of my story or not?” 
 
    “Sorry. Yes,” Vee said, though she wasn’t certain she’d be able to stop now that she’d gotten started.  
 
    “Ronald and Kermit were visionaries,” Frank said, narrowing his eyes and daring her to contradict him. Vee said nothing, though she’d heard the two men were half-cracked and had almost blown themselves up several times in their pursuit of ‘magical innovation.’ 
 
    “Go on,” she said calmly.  
 
    “I followed in their footsteps, learning from their accomplishments and mistakes.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re now a cat?” Vee asked, unable to hold her tongue.  
 
    “I made my own mistakes, okay?” Frank said. “But I also learned the basics. How to train my body to process aura.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Vee blurted out. “If you don’t have the genetics, the game is over.” 
 
    “So this must be the afterlife and we are really ghosts after being crushed by a certain Grem’s massive boulders.” 
 
    Vee raised an eyebrow. “You think?” 
 
    “Har-har. Can you really sit there and deny the fact that I used magic to save your skin?” 
 
    Vee cocked her head to the side. “Is that what that weird smoke thing was? Magic? I thought it was a particularly potent act of flatulence.” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told. But you’re still going to tell me the rest of the story, because you like to hear the sound of your own meow.” 
 
    The cat licked its chops, scowling. “Yes. Yes, I am. And yes I do. Anyway, the ‘flatulence’ as you called it, was a Class 3 spell I mastered several months ago.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a Class 3 spell that could kill so…effectively.” 
 
    The cat raised a claw in the air triumphantly. “That’s the benefit of not being genetically predisposed to magic,” he said. “I’m not bound by the same rules that you are. I have no magical specialty. I can harness any type of magic with practice and trial and—” 
 
    “Error?” 
 
    “Of course. All science relies on errors as heavily as successes. You can’t learn if you don’t try.” 
 
    “You should put that on a t-shirt, or coffee mug. You’ll make millions from people who enjoy cliché inspirational quotes.” 
 
    “You’re in an interesting mood,” the cat said.  
 
    Vee realized she was overcompensating for something she was trying to block out. “Sorry. I’m worried about my friend.” 
 
    “The Chameleot? He’ll be okay, I think. Give him time to recover.” 
 
    “I brought him here. Coerced, you could say.” 
 
    “We all make our own decisions. Well, generally.” 
 
    Vee remembered what Frank had said before they’d gone to scavenge for spare parts, about not being able to leave the ship. “What happened to you?” 
 
    Frank sighed, his small feline body seeming to sag a bit before straightening once more. “Well, back when I was still human…” 
 
    Vee interrupted. “I was wondering about your race. Human? Really?” 
 
    “Indeed. I was a rather handsome man, I must say, which explains my feline beauty now. Have you ever seen such a luscious coat?” As if to illustrate his point, he rolled over onto his back and showed his underbelly.  
 
    “Luscious is the only word for it,” Vee admitted. “So you mastered the fart attack and then what went wrong?” 
 
    “Like I said, I was an overconfident—” 
 
    “You said ‘arrogant clot’ actually.” 
 
    “Thank you. My mistake. Well, this arrogant clot began to dabble in Class 4 and 5 spells. Twice I almost lost a limb, but I was determined. In particular, I wanted to learn to turn things into other things. The mouse was supposed to become a cat, not me.” 
 
    Vee tried not to laugh. “That’s just mean. Turning a creature into its greatest nightmare?” 
 
    “I was trying to empower it. What better way to defeat one’s enemy than to become them?” 
 
    Vee was pretty sure that didn’t make as much sense as the cat thought, but she was curious about something else. “And the whole pilot thing?” 
 
    “That was my day job. Magic didn’t exactly keep the holoscreens on and fund my experiments. I was flying commercial routes between godstar systems most of the time.” 
 
    “And then you became a cat.” 
 
    “Right. What starline would trust a cat to pilot their billion-dollar commercial starships through hyperspace? I tried to turn myself back and almost burned half my fur off. Penniless and without any other options, I turned to the underworld to find a job.” 
 
    “Which is where Miranda Petros found you.” 
 
    The cat’s fur seemed to bristle at the name. “That evil woman tricked me. She offered me a job, which, desperate, I gladly accepted. The moment I stepped onto this starship, she pounced.” 
 
    Vee had heard of binding spells before, but they were usually temporary. It would take a powerful Class of magic to force someone to permanently stay within a confined area like a starship. If it had happened to her, she knew, she’d have already gone half-mad from boredom.  
 
    “The effectiveness of binding spells are directly related to a person’s physical strength,” Frank continued. “And because I’m so small now, breaking the magical chains is a task that feels impossible.” 
 
    “Even a Class 5 spell wouldn’t be permanent,” Vee pointed out.  
 
    “This is no Class 5 spell,” Frank said.  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? What could be more powerful?” 
 
    “Class 6. Class 7.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing. I learned that at the Academy.” 
 
    “I bet you did. Back in The Age of Shadows, there was also no magic at all. Until there was.” 
 
    Vee stewed on that for a while, wondering if Frank knew what he was talking about. While she considered it, Minnow returned. “What’s happening?” he asked.  
 
    “The cat’s been telling tall tales,” she said.  
 
    “Anything interesting?” 
 
    “Depends whether they’re true.” 
 
    “Cats can’t lie,” Frank noted, which felt like another lie. Or if it was true, Vee didn’t think it would apply to humans who had accidentally turned themselves into cats.  
 
    Before she could further consider the ramifications of the Alliance lying to all the mage cadets about the true limits of magic, Terry sat up and said, “Whozit? Whatza? WherezamI?” 
 
    Vee’s heart soared, and she was about to rush to her friend’s side.  
 
    Before she could, however, the control panel lights stopped flashing and the viewscreens brightened, displaying a 360-degree panorama of the dark void of space surrounding the starship and the wreckage colony. The A.I.’s voice arose through the speakers, but with a completely different voice and accent, this one with a female lilting drawl like those who lived on the outskirts of godstar III. Reboot complete, y’all. Wanna git offa this wreck? 
 
    Vee was about to check on Terry first, and then make plans for their next move, when something caught her eye in the viewscreen. A slight ripple in the hyperspace portal. 
 
    A familiar vessel emerged from hyperspace. Not flashy, but practical in its design. An iron brick meant to haul entire platoons of Alliance soldiers across great distances. And now, Vee knew, it had been stolen from the Alliance by one Miranda Petros. Once an Academy graduate and mage warrior, now a fugitive from those who’d trained her.  
 
    They’d been found.  
 
    “Al,” Vee said. 
 
    No response from the ship. 
 
    “A.I.?” she tried. 
 
    Call me Layla. What can I do ya for? Iced tea? A piece of my famous cherry pie? 
 
    Vee didn’t have time to ask what the moonrocks she was talking about. “Get us off this wreck, now. Frank, lock in the coordinates and flight plan.” 
 
    “Done and done,” the cat said, jabbing a claw into the ship’s interface. He reassumed his position between the control ropes just as the starship engines began to cycle, the vessel rumbling slightly.  
 
    Terry, now fully awake, said, “You fixed the ship without me?” 
 
    Minnow cracked his knuckles and said, “Don’t sound so surprised.” 
 
    The Chameleot rubbed his head, cringing. “Good. So I’m assuming you’ve also deactivated the docking arms that have us clamped to this old wreck?” 
 
    “Umm…what?” Vee said. 
 
    The ship shuddered and there was a horrific shrieking sound and then the groan of heavy machinery as the vessel began to move, jerking and juddering.  
 
    Lift-off, Layla said, as half the wreckage colony was torn away, still attached to the side of the powerful starship by twin magnetic clamping arms.  
 
    “Full speed ahead,” Vee said, watching the leaner, faster transport vessel already gaining on them. 
 
    It seemed Miranda Petros, the bane of her existence, still had a few tricks up her sleeve. 
 
    Bring it, Vee thought as they raced toward the enormous red planet that was home to the Grems. Urkusk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Gone for good 
 
      
 
    Tramone, one of several hundred tech-heads manning the universal observation post, Space Station Delta, was deeply perturbed. 
 
    Several blips in the segment of the universe he was assigned to monitor were gone. At first, he’d thought they were just glitches, like his supervisor had suggested previously, but now he was certain that was wrong. Because they hadn’t reappeared, at least not permanently. For a while some of them had, shimmering in that ethereal manner that made his spine tingle all the way down to his seat, but then they’d vanished completely.  
 
    Simply gone. 
 
    He’d stared at the dark, empty spaces on his screen where they were supposed to be. Stared for a good, long time, his leg bouncing up and down nervously.  
 
    Should he call his supervisor over again? She wouldn’t be happy to be disturbed a second time, not if it turned out to be another false alarm. So he waited. And waited, his eyes burning as he stared at the void where his friends had once been. Sparkles, Chub, Boomer, Sheila… Tramone could name them all. Often, he made up stories about them in his head, using his imagination to create an entire history of the faraway planets he would never set foot on. Hole, most of them were probably uninhabitable balls of gas that would melt his bones or boil his blood or something worse. But in his mind, they were beautiful, peaceful places where he could stretch out and watch the pale, pink clouds drift pass, providing the perfect amount of shade on a day that would’ve otherwise been slightly too hot.  
 
    Stuck on this godstars-forsaken station for a year at a time, Tramone’s imagination, and his “friends” in the stars, were his only semblance of joy.  
 
    And now four of them were gone, as if they’d never existed in the first place.  
 
    He frowned, studying the screen even harder. Because there was something worse, something that hadn’t struck him before.  
 
    There was a pattern of sorts emerging. At least he thought there was. He would require more data to confirm it, but the stars that had been…disappeared? Removed? Vaporized? Eaten?…were arranged in a sort of zigzag pattern. Almost like there was something out there hunting them, purposefully moving in one direction and then the other to be sure not to miss any of them.  
 
    Tramone was about to raise his hand and summon his supervisor when he realized his own foolishness, a light laugh slipping from his lips. If there was really something out there eating planets, or stars, or whatever, it had already missed a ton of them. The area was practically surrounded by them. Yes, each was millions of lightyears away from each other, but the invisible thing had already shown it could travel great distances quickly.  
 
    Which left him back where he started. A glitch—has to be, he thought, wiping sweat from his palm onto his pant leg.  
 
    This time, however, he didn’t go back to playing his game, even though his mage character was only 50,000 MAG/EXP points from reaching Class 5. Instead, he continued to stare at his monitor, watching as a fifth star—Larry, he liked to call it—disappeared into the void. This one was a zig away from the fourth, which had been a zag away from the third.  
 
    Tramone’s spine tingled and his leg bounced up and down. His palms grew even sweatier, despite his efforts to dry them on his pants.  
 
    Because he’d realized the zigzagging pattern would eventually bring whatever was out there all the way to the Godstar Galaxy.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Revelations 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to go to Urkusk?” Dacre asked Clay as they hustled along the magium-plated corridor. 
 
    The man offered a sideways glance before looking away once more. “Boredom. Fun. Something to do. And I’ve never been there.” 
 
    Dacre sensed a lie in the man’s casual response but hid his skepticism behind another question. “Really? It’s so close.” 
 
    “I’m not sure five hundred thousand kilometers can be defined as ‘so close,’ but the distance isn’t the biggest factor.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The Grem,” Coffee said. “They don’t much like visitors. They don’t mind trading every now and again, but they don’t exactly invite anyone down for tea and biscuits.” 
 
    “Fair enough. So you’re just coming to sightsee?”  
 
    “Something like that. Let’s just say I’ve always wanted to see the red planet up close.” 
 
    “I’m traveling with a bunch of Jackals. Assuming you didn’t…” 
 
    “Kill them? I was tempted, but no. Not exactly good business. Plenty of their ilk wash up on my shores to buy, sell and trade. I might not like them that much, but I can’t go around playing exterminator if I want to maintain my reputation. Anyway, I’ve fallen in with worse lots before. I ain’t dead yet.” 
 
    Dacre stopped. “Look, I appreciate your willingness to repair our rig, but we’re not really looking to add any additional passengers.” 
 
    “Well, tough. You want my help, you get me too. It’s a package deal. Nonnegotiable.” 
 
    Dacre didn’t know this man, nor his motivations, but he also wasn’t exactly in a position to refuse. “Fine. We’ll drop you back here once we’re done in Urkusk. Agreed?” 
 
    “Yup,” Coffee said.  
 
    “When do I sign the contract?” Dacre said, anxious to be done with the transaction. 
 
    “Contract?” 
 
    “You know, your repair services in exchange for priceless information to sell to the Alliance?” 
 
    Coffee stopped, spit into his palm, and extended his hand. Dacre looked at it, somewhat disgusted, but then shook.  
 
    “That’s how we do things in Coffee’s Alley,” Clay said. “Double cross me and I’ll remove your arms and legs and keep you alive on life support. Understood?” He didn’t wait for an answer, striding off down the corridor. 
 
    “I quite like my arms and legs,” Dacre said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When they reached the landing strip, Dacre was surprised to find his rig already being repaired by an army of service bots. “I had them start on it as soon as we left the strip,” Coffee said before he could ask.  
 
    “How did you know we would come to an agreement?” Dacre asked.  
 
    “I didn’t. But it didn’t matter. One way or another, the rig needed to be fixed.” 
 
    Dacre finally understood the man’s complete confidence. This was his domain. If they hadn’t made a deal, none of them would’ve ever left the asteroid field and Coffee would’ve stolen the rig anyway. Though Dacre had already suspected it, this confirmed his understanding of the situation: He’d climbed in bed with a snake, a venomous one.  
 
    “Status?” Coffee asked one of the bots. The bot turned its head 180 degrees without stopping its work—one of its arms was shooting sparks as it patched up a scrape in the rig’s hull.  
 
    Seventeen minutes to completion, the bot said, its voice clear and almost human.  
 
    “Good. Prepare for launch.” 
 
    “That fast?” Dacre said.  
 
    Coffee shrugged. “You want to wait a day or two?” 
 
    Dacre didn’t have even an hour or two to waste. “Seventeen minutes works for me.” 
 
    Coffee nodded and met two of his henchmen near the rig’s gangway. They were hauling heavy, military-style packs. Dacre was about to ask how many of Coffee’s crew would be coming with them, but then thought better of it. It’s not like he would be able to say no, not if he wanted to keep his arms and legs.  
 
    A few minutes later the captured Jackals emerged from the asteroid, surrounded by the rest of Coffee’s crew. Though they didn’t look particularly happy, they were also unharmed. General Kukk’uk clicked, What is happening? her gaze flicking to the rig, which was looking in better shape by the second.  
 
    “I made a deal. We’ll be leaving for Urkusk shortly.”  
 
    What’s the catch? 
 
    “They’re coming with us.” 
 
    Who? 
 
    Dacre sighed. “All of them. I think.” 
 
    The general clicked out a curse as several of Coffee’s crew approached, each carrying a few of the dart guns they’d confiscated a couple hours earlier. The Jackals accepted them eagerly, immediately checking them for damage. They’re in pristine condition, Kukk’uk said.  
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid. The grav-field, remember?” 
 
    It was a mistake, the general agreed. I’m sorry. We aren’t used to human negotiations. On our planet, we handle things differently. 
 
    Dacre assumed she meant with force. “I understand. But please, we have an agreement with Coffee now. Don’t do anything to jeopardize it.” 
 
    I won’t, the general said, passing the order on to her soldiers. Turning back to Dacre, she said, But I’ll also protect my crew if needed. 
 
    That’s exactly what Dacre was afraid of. Even the enormous star-rig wasn’t big enough to keep Coffee’s and Kukk’uk’s crews away from each other for long.  
 
    There’s nothing for it, Dacre thought, heading toward the gangway.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    From a distance, Urkusk looked red and featureless, but the closer they got, the more the planet transformed into a rich, rusty brown, the landscape speckled with various features—deep canyons and runnels, towering mountains and cliffs. There was very little flatland, which, Dacre realized, might be a problem when it came to landing the rig, especially because they weren’t planning on arriving at any of the legally permitted landing zones. Like Coffee had said, the Gremolins didn’t exactly welcome visitors with open arms.  
 
    General Kukk’uk had already pulled up a topographic map, and was studying it intently, one clawed hand gently maneuvering one of the control ropes more out of habit than anything else. The rig was currently set to autopilot.  
 
    As soon as they’d boarded, Coffee had sent his crew to the back to inspect the tank’s cargo, and, Dacre suspected, to keep them separated from the Jackals, all of whom had remained in the control room. Dacre had expected the man to demand the priceless information he’d been promised, but instead Coffee had shot him a lazy grin and briefly studied the flight plan, offering Kukk’uk a few minor suggestions based on things he’d heard. 
 
    Then the master of Coffee’s Alley had settled into one of the jump seats, closed his eyes, and promptly gone to sleep.  
 
    Dacre wished he could do the same, the four-hour flight a perfect opportunity to get some rest. Instead, he’d paced, done pushups, checked on Coffee’s crew to make sure they weren’t breaking or stealing anything—they were all sleeping, too—and then returned to the control room. There were still three-plus hours to go. Now, he approached Kukk’uk, desperate for a distraction from himself. “How’s it look?” he asked. 
 
    I’ve landed on worse terrain, she clicked, still studying the map. Our planet is worse in some ways. 
 
    Dacre was curious about what it was like on her planet. Though there was some information about the Jackals, almost all of it was written via secondhand accounts. He also knew it was inherently biased, as it was filtered through the Alliance’s propaganda machine. Then again, he’d witnessed firsthand just how vicious and cold the Jackals could be. “Tell me about it,” he said.  
 
    Her sharp eyes flicked to him and then back to the map. If all goes according to plan, you’ll be able to see for yourself soon enough. 
 
    “Is it cold? It’s the furthest planet in your system from the godstar, right?” Dacre knew it was a dumb question with an obvious answer—yes—but it had the intended effect.  
 
    She started talking—er, clicking. It’s cold. And gray. And bleak. Is that what you want to hear? The Jackals go around fighting over scraps of meat and plotting their next terrorist attack on anyone who supports the Alliance. 
 
    “I want to hear the truth,” Dacre said, somewhat surprised by the intensity of her outburst.  
 
    She clicked more rapidly now. A laugh. No humans want the truth, Kukk’uk said. All you want is what will make you feel better about the things you do. And the truth would make you feel bad, at least until you decided not to believe it, in which case you would reassume your haughty prejudice and hate. 
 
    Her words stung, even coming through his translator. They stung because they were true. After all, he had his own preconceived notions as to who and what the Jackals were. Terrorists, violent creatures, bloodthirsty aliens…these were the terms that drove him to contact them in the first place. They were perfect partners for his plan, at least up to a point.  
 
    And yet he felt bad for misleading them from the start, even if they did want to destroy the Mage Academy in a massive magical explosion that would be seen throughout the entire Godstar Galaxy.  
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “None of the humans truly understand you. But it’s not just them—us, I mean—it’s the other races too. You have to meet the Alliance halfway or nothing will ever change.” 
 
    Halfway? More rapid clicking. You are so young, so naïve. The Alliance has no halfway. It is their way or no way. Do you even know what we call ourselves? 
 
    Dacre blinked. “I don’t understand the question.” 
 
    Of course not. Because the only term you’ve ever heard is ‘Jackals’, a name invented by the Alliance to paint us the way they want others to see us. Dark creatures of the night, animals, hunting in the shadows, tearing with our teeth, our claws. 
 
    Dacre had not once considered the Jackals had a different name for themselves. “What are your people called?” 
 
    Now that’s a question I don’t get every day, the general clicked. We are the Cir’u’non, she said.  
 
    “After the godstar?” The purple godstar of the Godstar VII System was believed to be the undying heart of Cir’u, goddess of shadows.  
 
    In our language, the Blessed, because the gods left us with so much of their blood on our planet. 
 
    “You mean liquid aura?” 
 
    You can call it what you want, but to us it’s a sign. 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    That we have not been forgotten. Not by the gods at least. 
 
    Dacre was surprised. He wondered how many others knew this about the Jack—the Cir’u’non. “I didn’t realize your kind worshipped the godstars.” 
 
    Because we’re godless Jackals, Kukk’uk clicked, each sound like a sharp, anger-filled pop now.  
 
    “I’m sorry I never asked. I’m sorry no one ever asked. Tell me more about your people,” Dacre said. 
 
    My people didn’t start this war, the general began.  
 
    Dacre shook his head, finally understanding the intelligence of this creature, the way she mixed truth with lies so seamlessly. Or perhaps she was delusional. Maybe they all were. That would explain why they never gave up when all the odds were stacked against them.  
 
    You don’t believe me. This time, it wasn’t anger but disappointment that settled into each click.  
 
    “Everyone learns about the Battle for Fell Station,” Dacre said. “I was still in primary school, long before I knew I was headed for the Mage Academy. The”—he caught himself—“Cir’u’non descended on the staging station like wraiths in the night, while the inhabitants slept. Even the night watch wasn’t aware of the attack until it was too late, because of the cloaking suits your people wore.” 
 
    Then what happened? Kukk’uk asked.  
 
    Dacre didn’t know what to make of the question—how could anyone not know?—but he continued anyway. “The fight would’ve been over before it really started if not for the actions of one brave soldier who managed to act quickly and take out three Jack—of your people in order to give one of her comrades the chance to sound the alarm. Despite being ill-prepared for the suddenness of the attack, the Alliance soldiers battled back, the fight raging for hours. And then, finally, it was over.” 
 
    We won. 
 
    “You killed everyone in the station.” 
 
    Yes. At least that much we can agree on. 
 
    “What else is there?” Dacre said, feeling frustrated. He was trying to listen, but sometimes actions spoke louder than words.  
 
    You learned nothing of our motivations for the attack? What came before and after? 
 
    Dacre opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it, considering the question. The attack had come out of nowhere, hadn’t it? Unprompted. Random. Terror. The start of a terrible war that remained on the front screen of the holonews on a daily basis, even thirty years later. Although the war with the Machinists was considered equally brutal, the military actions against the Jackals were more important because of the— 
 
    Dacre stopped cold, his eyebrows narrowing. “Aura,” he murmured.  
 
    Godsblood, Kukk’uk agreed.  
 
    “That’s what this is about?” 
 
    What else? 
 
    “Terror. Protecting the innocent. Doing what’s right.” 
 
    Kukk’uk’s long jaw dipped in his direction. Like I said—naïve. Are you helping us destroy the Mage Academy to do what’s right? When you came to us, you said you were angry with the Alliance, that you wanted revenge, but you don’t speak that way now. Why? 
 
    “I just want it to all be over. The violence. The instructors at the Academy want more destruction, not less. They train young, talented magicians to use magic to destroy. That needs to stop.” 
 
    The general nodded once more. And after? 
 
    “I expect you and your people to back off. To stay on your planet. To hold up your end of the bargain—stop the violence.” 
 
    Unfortunately, that’s not the way the world works. The Alliance will rebuild their precious Academy. 
 
    Dacre shook his head. “No. Public favor will turn against them. Mages will be shunned. Non-magical citizens will demand that use of magic be controlled more strictly. The sheer power we will demonstrate will convince them that magic should be outlawed completely.” Dacre knew none of this would ever transpire, but he needed the general to believe he was nothing more than an idealist on a mission of peace. 
 
    Our conversation comes full circle, it seems, Kukk’uk said. Peace. What a nice word. Makes one feel warm and tingly inside. But it takes two sides to both desire peace to make it a reality. The Cir’u’non have always wanted it, but we are far beyond any hope. So now I will tell you why we attacked Fell Station all those years ago. I will tell you the truth.” She paused, her thin, forked tongue darting across her needle-like teeth. The Alliance wanted our reserves of aura, and they were coming to take them from us by force. 
 
    Dacre’s first instinct was to deny, deny, deny, but…what if it was true? “How do you know? The Alliance hadn’t so much as fired a single rocket when your preemptive strike occurred.” 
 
    We intercepted coded intelligence. At first we believed it to be useless chatter. In fact, it was, even after we cracked the code. 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    Because there was another code. A code within a code. We discovered it almost by accident. Our generals—this was back when I was but a fledgling soldier—hardly believed it at first. Eventually, however, they came around. They realized what every Jackal now knows: The Alliance will never stop hating us, not until we are all dead and our aura is theirs. 
 
    “They are trying to stop the war. End the cycle.” Even to Dacre’s own ears, his words rang hollow. Because of the things he knew. 
 
    You think just because they form an Alliance and call themselves peacekeepers that their motivations are pure? They desire one thing: power. So don’t mourn the deaths we will cause. Rejoice in the lives we will save. 
 
    With that, Kukk’uk turned away, clearly ending the conversation.  
 
    Dacre took a slow, deep breath, trying to process this new information. If what Kukk’uk had said was true—and he wasn’t certain it was—the rest of the Godstar Galaxy needed to know. Then again, none of that mattered if his mission wasn’t successful. 
 
    No one would be alive to tell, himself included. 
 
    They are coming, he thought. They are coming to destroy us all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    A past revisited 
 
      
 
    We’re not going to make it, Vee realized, watching the viewscreen. 
 
    She’d hoped they’d be able to enter Urkusk’s atmosphere before Miranda’s ship caught them. The chase, however, was swiftly coming to an end, and the red planet was still a great distance away. Only one option remained: 
 
    Fight.  
 
    “Turn the ship around,” she said. 
 
    Frank mewed a question, his furry head cocking to the side.  
 
    “Do it,” Vee reiterated. “Al, Layla, whatever your name is,” she said to the A.I., “full defensive posture. Shields up. Weapons primed.”  
 
    Yes, ma’am, the A.I. said. Shields blazin’. Weapons cocked and locked. We’re in business. Time to go a-huntin’. 
 
    Vee glanced from side to side. This was a large starship, state-of-the-art. Not one mage seat, but two. “McGee. Can you help?” 
 
    The man didn’t respond but stood slowly and headed for one of the ladders. Satisfied, Vee headed for the other.  
 
    Terry said, “I should—” but Vee stopped abruptly and cut him off. 
 
    “No. You need to rest. Leave this to us. We can handle it.” 
 
    “I’ll man the pulse cannon,” Minnow said, licking his dark lips.  
 
    “This is insane,” Frank muttered as Vee climbed the ladder to the mage seat. “We can jump into hyperspace, slip away before that crazed mage knows what we’re doing.” 
 
    “We’re not running,” Vee said, reaching the top and clambering into the seat, one hand resting lightly on the spellscreen while the other brought the mag-cannon around. “Dacre is still somewhere in the system, which means this is where we need to be. I can handle Miranda.” I think, she added in her head. At the same time, she wondered how the warrior mage had found them so quickly. There must be another tracker, she guessed, feeling foolish. One even the A.I. didn’t know about—or was programmed not to know about. Stupid, stupid, stupid, she thought.  
 
    Slowly, Frank turned the starship, the final crimson edge of Urkusk falling to the rear, a sea of stars replacing it. Somewhere far to the right was the asteroid field, while dead ahead she located the lights of the military transport vessel as it raced toward them. “Stop,” she said to Frank. 
 
    “We’re on a collision course,” he said. “I’ll change our angle slightly.” 
 
    “No,” Vee said. “A collision course is perfect.” Time to play a little game of galactic chicken. 
 
    “Madness,” the cat muttered, but he obediently straightened out of the turn until they were locked on the approaching lights.  
 
    “Layla. Open a public comms frequency,” Vee said. “See if you can link up with them.” 
 
    Scanning…bingo! Common frequency found. ’Twas easier than hogtyin’ an eight-legged pig in a puddle of mud. Not as fun, but— 
 
    “Thank you, that is all for now.” Vee brought a microphone up from one of the armrests and flicked it on. “Miranda, are you there?” 
 
    A moment of hissed silence, and then— 
 
    “You shouldn’t have run, Verity.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have lied, Miranda.” 
 
    “If I’d told you I was an Alliance fugitive, would you have agreed to help find Dacre?” 
 
    “Hole no.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad I lied.” 
 
    Vee gritted her teeth, watching the lights grow bigger and brighter as they rocketed through space. “You signed a contract you can’t fulfill. You no longer have the authority to get me back into the Academy.” 
 
    “Is that really why you’re doing this? Truth time, Vee. Who was that little girl back at your father’s house? Your father’s a bit old and alone to be having children.” 
 
    “Irrelevant and none of your damn business. And for your information, yes, I was helping you just so I could become a full-blown mage. How selfish of me. But now that is over, so you can go take a long jump into a black hole. I’m done helping you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Too much depends on capturing Dacre. He’s working with the Jackals, he has a powerful prime artifact and an obscene amount of liquid aura. Now he’s heading to Urkusk to steal a dangerous Grem weapon.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. What matters is that your ex-lover is about to do something bad, very bad.” 
 
    “Why do you care? You’re not even a part of the Alliance anymore.” 
 
    “Because I’m human, Vee.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. You’re not my friend.” 
 
    “Fine, Verity. Do you think me so awful that I wouldn’t want to prevent a major terrorist attack if I could help it?” 
 
    “Dacre. Wouldn’t. Do. That.” 
 
    “No? Then why are you still pursuing him? You think you know him well enough to make that judgment? To take that risk?” 
 
    Vee knew she didn’t. She thought she did, once, but those blissful, hopeful days were long past. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll find Dacre and find out the truth. But not with you. I’m done with you.” 
 
    “Verity, listen to me, you don’t understand what’s really happening here. You don’t know what he’s capable—” 
 
    Vee switched off the comms. “Terminate frequency,” she said. 
 
    Done, Layla confirmed. Thankfully, the A.I. didn’t add a pointless anecdote this time.  
 
    “Frank, no matter what happens, steer straight ahead. We won’t be the first to blink.” 
 
    “Look, Vee, I hate Miranda as much as the next cat wizard bound by magic to a starship, but this is a suicide mission. I have no desire to go out in a blaze of glory.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Vee said. “Just do it.” Vee felt supercharged, more so because she’d just taken a sip from the straw attached to the mag-cannon. The warmth of pure aura flowed through her.  
 
    The lights grew closer and brighter.  
 
    Minnow, not the most patient guy, fired a round of pulses from his non-magical cannon. The bluish white waves of energy rolled across the blackness of space. A burst of light appeared as they hit the transport’s force shield, the energy transferred along the field and safely away from the target.  
 
    The response was swift, bursts of laser fire lashing through the void, deflected away by their starship’s own defense shields. The volleys weren’t meant to do any damage, merely probe for weaknesses.  
 
    Minnow’s impatience was contagious, and Vee leaned forward, contemplating which spell to use. Her body was humming now, the aura inside her searching for a way out, a way to be used, to become that which it was meant to become. In her case, fire. She searched her memory for a Class 4 spell, something that would surprise the warrior mage who’d assume her repertoire was limited to Class 3 and below.  
 
    Once decided, she began to form the glyph, careful to get it right, the intricate curls along the edges burned into her memory from her sketch pad, when she’d practiced it time and time again while sitting side by side with Dacre, during a time when life was simpler. 
 
    Completed, the glyph flared purple and then melted into the spellscreen, her body processing the aura and transferring it to the weapon, which vibrated slightly, primed and ready to fire.  
 
    Wait for it. 
 
    The lights grew closer. The laser fire had stopped.  
 
    Wait for it. 
 
    Any second Miranda would cast her own spell. It would be a doozy, a Class 5 masterclass that would likely do them in. 
 
    But something Vee had once learned was that a lower Class of spell, if used well, could sometimes defeat a greater one.  
 
    Wait for it. 
 
    The lights were so close now she could see the sheen of the transporter’s metal frame. Its speed was impressive, breathtaking, likely upwards of a hundred thousand kilometers an hour. The transporter showed no signs of altering its course. Neither did the tip of its single mag-cannon, which was mounted on top, beginning to show the telltale glow of a spell about to be cast.  
 
    What are you doing, Miranda? Vee thought.  
 
    Ten ticks to a big ol’ crash, the A.I. said. Might wanna divert course. 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea to me,” Frank said, his voice sounding strained.  
 
    “No,” Vee growled, her finger teasing the edges of the mag-cannon’s trigger. She’ll balk. Miranda will put her own life above all else. She’s a selfish space cow who cares about nothing but herself. All that self-righteous talk about preventing a terrorist attack was a pile of steaming garbage as far as Vee was concerned.  
 
    Six ticks. 
 
    Vee began to squeeze the trigger slowly. 
 
    Five, four, three… 
 
    Everything was bright lights and metal and she pulled the trigger. Fireblast. 
 
    Past the protective energy field that surrounded the mage seat’s turret, purple flames spouted from the spellcannon’s barrel, washing across the rapidly diminishing space between their starship and the transporter. Theoretically, the power of the spell would not only cause irreparable damage to Miranda’s ship but also knock it off kilter, thus avoiding a game-ending collision. At least that was the plan. 
 
    Vee’s head snapped forward as an invisible blast shoved the flames aside and smashed into their hull with the power of a god’s slap. She bounced off the mag-cannon and tumbled from her perch, barely managing to grab one of the ladder’s rungs, clinging to it with one hand. Her heart was in her throat, her body feeling empty now that a large portion of the aura had left her. Frank was on his belly, clutching one of the control ropes. Terry was hugging one of the jump seats, his eyes wide and round. McGee was hanging onto his own mag-cannon, having not fired a single shot. And Minnow was groaning by the viewscreen, having been thrown from his own station, leaving a sizable crack in the glass.  
 
    Through the viewscreen was the front of the transporter, both ships having stopped barely ten meters from crashing. The opposite ship’s tinting had been disabled so they could see inside.  
 
    Miranda glared at her.  
 
    The comms crackled. “I’m coming aboard. Just try to stop me.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Vee didn’t try to stop her. She’d underestimated the mage. The spell she’d used to put out Vee’s flames and stop both ships dead in their tracks—windblast—was beyond anything she was capable of.  
 
    Fighting was pointless.  
 
    At least for the moment.  
 
    The transporter had already docked on the side of the much larger starship, the two vessels locking together like two species mating. The hatch opened with a slow hiss.  
 
    “Miss me?” Vee said, when Miranda’s long, lean form came into view. She was flanked by four soldiers, none of whom were even pretending to work for the Alliance anymore, the patches ripped from their uniforms. Captain Tucker was one of them, and when his eyes met Vee’s, he nodded slightly. But Vee had her own posse now, too, Minnow on one side, Terry on the other, McGee skulking near the wall. Even Frank Stallone had come to support her, the feline wizard standing boldly at her feet with his furry chest puffed out.  
 
    Miranda did not look amused, her face even more severe and angled than usual. “You could’ve killed us all,” she said. “Ruined everything.” 
 
    “You finally understand me, Miranda. I’m touched. We should be best friends. Or at least frenemies.”  
 
    “Cut the bull. As we waste time on pointless banter, Dacre moves ever closer to obtaining the last thing he needs to carry out a devastating attack on the galaxy. Is that what you want?” 
 
    It wasn’t, but Vee also wasn’t looking to take orders from this woman. “How’d you find me? Let me guess: The A.I. itself is a tracking device.” 
 
    “Of course. You really think I’d be so stupid to allow you to escape so easily?” 
 
    “I had contemplated it.” 
 
    “My backup plans have backup plans.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated.” 
 
    “From now on, we travel together.” 
 
    “I’d rather not. Just the sight of you makes me ill.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you slept with my cheating bastard of an ex-fiancé.” 
 
    The woman had the audacity to smirk. “You, humans,” she said, spitting the word with a special kind of venom. Vee remembered it was the second time she’d heard the mage use the word in such a way, as if it represented something she was not, something she was disgusted by. “You think such things matter to the universe?” 
 
    Vee was speechless. First this woman had the nerve to show up and make demands, and now she was telling her what to think? “Listen, bit—” 
 
    “No, you listen. I didn’t have human sex with Dacre.” She wrinkled her nose, as if the very thought disgusted her. “It was a ruse. And, obviously, it worked. You were a variable that needed to be removed from the equation. I expected you to walk away, not go all psycho on me.” 
 
    Vee just stared at her, methodically working her way through the information. The woman was a master manipulator, and Vee refused to be maneuvered like a putty soldier. “Why would you fake such a thing?” she asked, buying time. “And why do you keep using the word ‘humans’ like you aren’t one yourself. What are you, Miranda? Some kind of shifter?” She knew of two races with the ability to transform themselves on command. Chameleot’s, like Terry, was one, but even they could only change color. The other were the Kleftors, but they were a small race and rarely meddled in Alliance affairs.  
 
    The woman’s face was stone. “You could say that. I am a Centaurian.” 
 
    “And I’m a unicorn.” Unicorns…Centaurians…these creatures weren’t real. They were the fiction of childhood, creations of the mind used to entertain and frighten. She remembered her own father saying, ‘Go to sleep, my little star-born mage, or the Centaurians will come and steal you away.’ Vee would always giggle and then flop over and go right to sleep.  
 
    “This is why your galaxy is such an easy target. Because the races that inhabit the Godstar Systems refuse to see what is right in front of their eyes. Even now the Jackals are plotting to destroy all others while the Alliance tries to stop them. At the other end of the galaxy, the Machinists fight a war of their own creation, just like their planets. All the while, the greater threat is closing in lightyear by lightyear.” 
 
    Vee didn’t know whether to have the woman committed to a mental institution or cast a spell at her brain. Instead, she asked, “What threat? What are you talking about? And what does this have to do with Dacre?” 
 
    “My people, the Centaurians, are nomadic. We require substantial energy to survive. Aura. It powers our homeship, which in turn provides for us. Such a thing cannot be created, only mined, harvested. Before the supply in one galaxy is exhausted, we are already planning ahead, sending forward scouts to other galaxies, mapping out the course our great ship will take.” 
 
    “Lies.” 
 
    “I understand why you don’t want to believe, but it’s true. Our ship, our only home, is called Demonstrous. Even that name is not sufficient to describe what it does. World Eater would be more appropriate. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You’re a forward scout,” Vee said. She didn’t know if any of this was true, but if it was, it was the only thing that made sense.  
 
    Miranda nodded. 
 
    “And…” Vee said, something clicking in her mind. By the godstars… Miranda’s eyes were fixed on hers, as if scouring the depths of her soul. The words appeared on the tip of her tongue, but the fact they managed to fall off was a small miracle. “Dacre is too.” 
 
    She didn’t require the confirmation, but the woman—Centaurian—whatever she was, gave it to her anyway.  
 
    “Yes. He is not human.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART III 
 
    FOUR DAYS UNTIL THE EVENT 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Monsters 
 
      
 
    Being a Centaurian forward scout was more of a calling than a job. As a child, it had all been explained to Dacre. How he would be sent ahead in a speeding starcruiser with others like him. Another mage, who would be called Miranda Petros in the language most common to the Godstar Galaxy. The other scouts were all mages, too, but less powerful. He and Miranda were expected to be partners, leaders. If something happened to one of them, the other would have sole responsibility for ensuring the galaxy was ripe for the…he hated the word, but it was the only one truly appropriate…eating. His mandate was simple: infiltrate the society, gain a position of power if possible, ensure the Alliance wouldn’t be able to fight back when the time came. Unlike Miranda, he’d failed at his mission, not that he cared anymore. 
 
    Centaurians had the rare ability to shapeshift permanently. It required a single intense spell, and then their shape would retain its new form. Before they’d left on the mission, each Centaurian child had learned how to cast the spell, shifting into human form based on three-dimensional models created by a program. Once they’d shifted, their bodies would grow in a similar manner to normal humans.  
 
    Dacre still remembered the first time he’d seen one of the godstars. It was the blue one, known as Sol, god of discovery. Beautiful. More beautiful than anything he’d ever seen before. He’d thought it sad that Sol would no longer exist after his people passed through more than two decades later.  
 
    Unlike most human children, the Centaurians were self-sufficient at two years of age. At five they were ready to conquer this new world. They split up at an intragalactic terminal, each catching a ride on a different starbus. They would immerse themselves in whichever planet they each ended up on, building their lives one slow year after another.  
 
    Being human. 
 
    Biding their time.  
 
    Dacre managed to find a home on Bellonia. The planet was lush and warm and altogether pleasant to grow up on. For much of Dacre’s childhood, he struggled with the notion that it would one day be destroyed in the blink of an eye. He envied the other races he met. To have a permanent planet like this would be altogether wondrous.  
 
    Why can’t we? he often wondered, the principles he’d been taught as a young Centaurian spy in training warring with the very real life he found himself enjoying. You will die, he’d been counseled by one of the Centaurian master mages. We will all die. 
 
    Why? he’d asked. How? The other children being groomed hadn’t understood either, their brows wrinkled in confusion.  
 
    Our home is powered by the blood of gods, the master mage—who happened to be his mother—had said. Dacre was reminded of what he’d learned in school a year earlier, about how their primary god, Horos, had bled for them thousands of years before, breathing life into their starving colony. His heart had become the engine for their great nomadic home, pulsing year in and year out, requiring only a steady supply of god’s blood. They lived on his smoking body, not quite dead, but not truly alive either.  
 
    Back then, Dacre had not really understood how or why the god had come to their people. Why would such a powerful creature save a race so insignificant in the scheme of things? When he’d asked, he’d been chastised by his mother. It is not our place to question the will of our god. He provides, and we obey. 
 
    It wasn’t until Dacre had come to the Godstar Galaxy and learned about the history of their gods that he began to understand. How each of the Godstar Wars had changed the very nature of this galaxy and the universe beyond. How the Third had been catastrophic, not killing the gods exactly, but changing them forever, their seven undying hearts becoming the godstars that would breathe life back into the galaxy.  
 
    Except they hadn’t all stayed here. Horos, the eighth god, had been blasted lightyears away, where he’d found the Centuarians. All these years the Centaurians had hailed him their savior. In a way, he was. But he hadn’t done it out of kindness. No, they’d saved him too. He needed them as much as they needed him, maybe even more.  
 
    Time had passed. Dacre was adopted by a kindly human family. A man and a woman who couldn’t have children themselves. They treated him like their own. They spoiled him. And when they realized he was mage-born, they practically wept with joy. He let them suggest that he apply for the Academy, though that was always the plan. Infiltrate the Alliance, gaining positions of trust and power. He and Miranda would do it as mages, while the other children would eventually become standard soldiers.  
 
    But Dacre had always felt uneasy.  
 
    We are slaves, Dacre had thought one day, a boy of sixteen, just two years out from entering the Mage Academy. He’d almost said it out loud but had managed to catch himself. Still, his adoptive mother had frowned and said, “Dacre, is everything okay? You look troubled.” 
 
    She’d always been perceptive, knowing when he wasn’t feeling quite himself. Her concern for his well-being was a constant reminder of what he was, how little he deserved such love. It wore on him, scraped away at his insides day by day.  
 
    Slowly changing him.  
 
    And then he’d seen her on the holonews.  
 
    She was like him, a human now, but still he knew, could see through her transformation to the Centaurian she once was.  
 
    He’d wept tears of joy.  
 
    Later, he’d regretted them. 
 
    Still, all had gone according to plan, and he’d entered the Academy the day after his eighteenth birthday. His adopted parents’ faces had practically glowed as they’d waved goodbye, their eyes shining with unshed tears. 
 
    No one suspected a thing. Why would they? Even if someone had, who would believe a farfetched story about a god-powered ship tearing toward them at impossible speeds, devouring planets and stars along the way? No one, that’s who. 
 
    So Dacre once more resigned himself to his mission, marveling at how much Miranda had grown up, having not seen her for twelve long years. The moment their eyes had met, he’d seen the certainty and resolve in her steely gaze. She’d nodded to him and he’d nodded back, forging anew a connection based on history and purpose.  
 
    It was time to get to work.  
 
    Verity Toya had been his undoing, or so he told himself, when really he’d been unraveling from the moment he saw his first godstar. 
 
    Miranda had tried to save him, but even she had failed.  
 
    And now here he was, about to land on a dangerous planet, keeping the company of a gang of criminals and a misunderstood race demonized by Alliance propaganda.  
 
    What the Hole am I doing? he wondered, bracing himself for impact as the harsh red terrain flashed by. A jagged outcropping appeared out of nowhere and Kukk’uk was forced to yank one of the control ropes, narrowly skating past overhead before dipping once more, finding a narrow stretch of relatively flat ground to ease down onto. The ship jolted once, twice, thrice and then the reverse thrusters did their work, slowing the rig’s forward momentum enough that Dacre knew they wouldn’t be crushed by the solid rock wall they were approaching.  
 
    They came to rest a full two hundred meters before the end of the stretch, and Clay Coffee said, “Damn good flying,” which was a pretty high compliment considering how much the man seemed to detest the Jackals. Cir’u’non, Dacre reminded himself, trying to retrain his brain. Even if only half of what Kukk’uk had told him was true, no one should be called something they didn’t want to be called.  
 
    Kukk’uk clicked a short, sharp, Thanks, and turned off the engines, the entire rig sagging with a long, slow hiss.  
 
    Dacre unhitched his restraints, Coffee and his entourage doing the same. The rest of Kukk’uk’s soldiers were hanging from the ceiling, but one by one they swooped to the floor in a rustle of leathery wings.  
 
    Go time, Dacre thought. Regardless of how uncertain he was of anything, he knew he needed to find what he’d come for. What to do with it once he had it was a decision for another day.  
 
    The story of my life, he thought wryly.  
 
    “Lead the way,” Coffee said.  
 
    Dacre was prepared to do just that, when warning bells began going off all over the place. Kukk’uk stepped down from the control pedestal, clicking orders so rapidly to her soldiers that Dacre’s translator only picked up a few words—Company and Secure the perimeter. 
 
    Dacre scanned the viewport, which showed nothing but empty terrain, contrary to whatever the warning bells were trying to signal. Kukk’uk was cycling through the warning system menu, trying to locate the cause of the alarm.  
 
    “Malfunction?” Coffee suggested. “Perhaps something got screwed up when we entered the atmosphere. Or on landing.” 
 
    It was possible, but not likely. These star-rigs were designed to take a beating.  
 
    Perimeter radar shows nothing, Kukk’uk clicked. Air above us is free and clear too. No wildlife. No nothing.  
 
    Dacre frowned, his instincts telling him something was off. Through the viewport, he watched the winged soldiers spread out, forming a barrier between the ship and whatever might be out there, some unseen enemy. Coffee had sent his crew out as well, though they didn’t mix with Kukk’uk’s warriors.  
 
    All of them were heavily armed, pointing their various weapons in a wide arc away from the rig.  
 
    Dacre’s eyes narrowed. “We should—” 
 
    Kukk’uk clicked sharply, a single word that cut off Dacre’s suggestion.  
 
    Ground. 
 
    Sure enough, the ground radar was displayed on the holoscreen. Rather than black and empty, like one would expect, there was a single red dot moving across it. No, Dacre remembered. Not across. Up. The ground radar was based on elevation. Someone or something was moving up through the bedrock, heading right for them.  
 
    He was about to shout a warning when another red dot appeared. Then another.  
 
    Oh crap.  
 
    “Move!” Coffee shouted just as the first—Dacre wasn’t sure what else to call it—thing, burst from the ground, savagely ripping into one of the Cir’u’non’s legs. The creature, monster, thing…had no head, and yet bore a dozen mouths filled with rows of sharp teeth.  
 
    The Jackal managed to release a short, high-pitched shriek before it died.  
 
    The ratatatatat of rapid gunfire accompanied the shouts of the crew as more of the many-mouthed creatures erupted from the ground.  
 
    Coffee grabbed Dacre by the arm and dragged him toward the rig’s exit. Kukk’uk was just behind them, her leathery wings beating the air into a frenzy. What are those things? Dacre wondered as they ran. They weren’t Gremolins, that much was certain.  
 
    Just before they turned the corner and galloped down the ramp, Dacre drew his mag-blade, his blood beginning to hum in anticipation of processing the aura flowing through his veins. A blast of exceptionally hot wind hit him full in the face, almost as if he’d stepped into a massive oven. 
 
    But that was a minor concern next to what he saw outside the rig. 
 
    All ideas of doing something heroic vanished as he watched one of Coffee’s crew members, a large, scaled Grobnik male, get ravaged by a dozen hungry mouths. The sheer intensity of the violence stole his breath.  
 
    Coffee leapt forward fearlessly, dropping to one knee as he fired the two-handed railgun he’d unstrapped from his back. The hailstorm of bullets tore into the monster, wounds blooming on its dark skin like blisters, and Dacre was surprised to find that a creature so alien to him would bleed red.  
 
    Other than being headless, the creature was humanoid in form, with two legs and two arms. Its skin was as black as midnight but dusted with a layer of red soil. Its mouths were located on each thigh, each forearm, and even each hand, tiny chompers that looked capable of tearing through bone if not stone. Perhaps that was how it moved through the ground, by eating its way through. It also had three mouths on its chest and stomach, and as its body was riddled with bullets it spun around to reveal three more on its back.  
 
    Godstars save us all, Dacre thought, unable to look away as the creature finally fell, its mouths still biting at the air for a few moments longer before going still.  
 
    More screams tore him from his stupor, and Dacre followed Coffee as he ran around to the front of the rig, where it was a bloodbath. Two more Cir’u’non had been massacred before they could take flight, as well as one of Coffee’s huge Bronzians. The crew had managed to eliminate one of the monsters, but more were emerging from the ground, the landscape dotted with holes.  
 
    One charged at Dacre, swinging a mouthed fist at his head. He ducked, stabbing his mag-blade into the mouth in the creature’s belly but flinching away as the two mouths in its chest gnashed at him. He tumbled back, and the blade came free, slick with gore. A river of blood poured from the mouth he’d stabbed into.  
 
    “Ahh!” he screamed as something hit him from behind, a hot flash of pain erupting in his shoulder. Relying on instinct alone, he dove forward, twisting his body in a manner designed to dislodge his foe from his back. More pain lanced through him. His ankle was on fire. His arm too. He was being eaten alive.  
 
    The weight of the attacker had him pinned to the ground as it tore into his flesh.  
 
    And then the weight was suddenly gone, though the splashes of pain remained. “C’mon, mage knight, you gotta do better than that,” Coffee said, peppering the monster he’d knocked aside with railgun fire. The first creature backed away but was too slow and met the same fate.  
 
    Dacre dragged himself to his feet, managing to mutter, “Thanks,” while cringing from the pain. More than a dozen of the creatures were still standing.  
 
    “Don’t thank me,” Coffee said, cautiously aiming his railgun only at those monsters that weren’t too close to his allies. “Kill some of these freaks.” 
 
    Dacre nodded, impressed by the man’s composure. He spotted Kukk’uk, who’d fired three magic-laced darts into one of the “freak’s” chests. The thing was unfazed, releasing a shriek from all twelve mouths at once and charging toward her. Kukk’uk seemed to realize another dart wouldn’t make a difference and leapt into the air, her wings unfurling in a desperate attempt to escape. The creature jumped too, its powerful leap launching it far higher than Dacre expected, latching onto her clawed feet with both its hand-mouths, dragging her back down to the ground in a tangle of wings, claws and teeth.  
 
    Dacre raced forward, his training finally kicking in in earnest. Gripping his blade with four fingers, he traced a glyph on its hilt with his thumb, a technique that was even more difficult than it sounded, but one he’d been forced to practice thousands of times back at the Academy.  
 
    Icepick. 
 
    He shoved the magically charged blade into the monster’s back, between two of its shrieking mouths. Where the blade entered, ice immediately formed, racing outward across its skin, mouths, and throughout the whole of its body.  
 
    The beast continued moving, but only because Kukk’uk was struggling beneath it, shoving it aside as she rolled away. The frozen creature hit the ground and shattered into a million crystalline fragments, many in the shape of teeth.  
 
    Kukk’uk deftly regained her feet, clicked a warning, and fired a dart that zipped past Dacre’s head just as he had the presence of mind to duck. In the same motion, he spun around and stabbed, catching the monster where its sternum should’ve been, entering its largest maw, which clamped down on his weapon. A dart was poking from one of its other mouths.  
 
    Like its buddy, ice formed swiftly through its body, which was already collapsing.  
 
    Dacre raced on, shards of ice crunching underfoot, already beginning to melt into a large pool in the oppressive heat. Steam was rising from the heated water. 
 
    Things got slightly easier after that, as Dacre fell into a rhythm. The creatures were deadly, but not especially intelligent, their mouths snapping recklessly about without strategy or coordination. He used two additional spells in the melee, one that drew a frozen path across the ground to one of the monsters, causing it to slip and fall—Coffee finished it off with his railgun—and the other to shield Kukk’uk from an attack from behind, giving the creature several mouthfuls of ice.  
 
    Once the creatures were all dead, Dacre stopped to catch his breath, surveying the scene. Kukk’uk had lost at least three soldiers, and one was in bad shape, half her arm chewed away and a wing badly damaged. Coffee’s crew was worse off, with six down and not moving. Another three were staggering about bleeding profusely.  
 
    “I’ll get the med-bot,” Dacre said, turning away and feeling slightly ill. 
 
    They’d finally made it to Urkusk.  
 
    But they were not off to a good start.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    A coming storm 
 
      
 
    Verity was speechless. She’d loved Dacre. She’d kissed him, been with him, had his child. And now this woman—alien—was telling her he wasn’t human? And worse, that he was a forward scout for an alien race that was plotting to destroy their entire galaxy? 
 
    Frank Stallone said, “You mages. Godstars. So dramatic. Can we cut to the chase? When are the rest of your Centaurian pals going to arrive?” 
 
    “Four days,” Miranda said without hesitation. “Well, slightly less now. That’s why we don’t have time to play these games anymore. We have to catch Dacre before it’s too late.” 
 
    Vee narrowed her eyes. “If your people are coming to destroy us, why do you care? You’ll survive. Hole, you’ll thrive. Am I right?” 
 
    Miranda nodded slowly. “Yes. I was a believer for a long time, as devout to the cause as any of the other scouts. That’s why I sabotaged your relationship with Dacre. I thought he was straying, that he would ruin all our plans.” 
 
    Vee’s lip curled as bitterness flooded her mouth. Memories assaulted her. Dacre’s hand, so gentle as it pushed a stray lock of her hair aside. His eyes, bright blue pools, seeming to drink her in. His lips, tasting her at first and then later devouring her. He’d been her life, her future. 
 
    And he was a lie, just like all her other hopes and dreams.  
 
    “That’s why Dacre protected you,” Vee said, her voice a low growl. “Because you were his kind. His fellow spy.” 
 
    Miranda nodded. “To be honest, I was surprised he did. I was worried he was too far gone. That his love for you had erased any sense of duty and commitment to the Centaurians. But then you…” 
 
    She trailed away. If Vee didn’t know any better, she might’ve thought the woman she’d hated for so long looked sad. The day—the act—she was referring to was the biggest regret of Vee’s life. After she’d caught Dacre in bed with Miranda, she’d lost her mind, gone nuclear. The two had sprung from between the sheets and Dacre had put up his hands, his eyes wide and afraid. He’d said something about wanting to explain, that it wasn’t what she thought it was. In that moment, however, Vee only wanted to hurt the woman who’d ruined the beautiful future Vee had painted in her own imagination. Miranda had been standing behind Dacre, wearing nothing but lingerie, her cadet jumpsuit in a pile on the floor. In a fit of rage, Vee had whipped out her mag-pistol and traced a glyph. It was a Class 5 spell, not only illegal for a mage cadet to use but deadly and unpredictable. She’d taken a step to the side and fired around Dacre, her aim perfect. Miranda Petros was going to hurt, to burn. 
 
    Dacre, however, had managed to ruin her revenge. To this day, it had confounded her how he’d done it, how he’d moved so quickly, grabbing the mag-shield from where it was propped against the wall, forming a counterspell. 
 
    He’d blocked her purple ball of fire with a blast of icy breath, sending it back toward her. Technically it couldn’t have hurt her, and she’d simply absorbed it back into her body. But the worst injury of all was that Dacre had made his choice, and he’d chosen Miranda. 
 
    That’s when Vee had been grabbed from behind by one of the instructors, who’d witnessed the entire thing. She and Dacre were expelled from the Academy. They’d broken a major rule, attacking a fellow cadet. Though Dacre hadn’t really tried to hurt her, it didn’t change the fact that he’d used magic to send a spell in her direction outside of normal training. There were no exceptions.  
 
    Vee had thought about that horrible, awful day so many times she couldn’t count, examining it from all angles, trying to make sense of the senseless. Regretting the fact that she hadn’t just walked away.  
 
    Now, however, one single detail stood out above all else. Dacre was fully dressed when he’d stood between her and Miranda. Vee frowned, cycling back to the moment she entered the room to her worst nightmare.  
 
    And her breath caught. Sometimes what your mind sees is different than what your eyes see, her father had once told her when speaking about his work as a scientist. You must learn to separate the two. To see the truth and then analyze it afterwards. 
 
    She’d seen exactly what Miranda had wanted her to see. An affair.  
 
    In bed, with Miranda half-clothed, what else could she see but her fiancé groping another woman?  
 
    Now. Now she saw something else entirely. Dacre was trying to fight off Miranda’s unwanted advances, gripping her wrists and trying to shove her back. He’d been trying to escape. 
 
    “You,” she said, her teeth clenched as tight as her fists. Burning with anger, it was the only word she could come up with, so she said it again, spitting it this time. “You.” 
 
    “I—I’m sorry,” Miranda said. “I regret what I did each and every day. If I hadn’t intervened, everything would be different. I’ve tried to reconnect with Dacre ever since, to apologize, to explain that I’ve changed, that I understand him now. But he’s a man who hasn’t wanted to be found.” 
 
    “Sorry?” That word had no meaning to Vee, not when it came to this. Some cuts ran too deep for apologies. Afterwards, Dacre had tried to contact her on numerous occasions, to plead his case. But she hadn’t wanted to listen. She didn’t want to be the fool who allowed herself to be sucked back into a life that had been reduced to rubble.  
 
    “This is my fault,” Miranda said, taking a halting step forward. “So I have to fix it.” 
 
    Terry finally spoke up. “What changed your mind, Centaurian?” Vee half-turned toward her old friend, whose small, amphibious head was still bandaged from the knock he’d taken. “You were so committed to your people’s cause that you were willing to destroy Vee’s life. So why are you on our side now?” There was no anger in the Chameleot’s tone, only calculation. 
 
    Miranda hung her head. “My cover was perfect. I was anointed a warrior mage, with the full authority of the Alliance backing me. I could’ve singlehandedly sabotaged the Alliance defenses well before my homeship arrived in this galaxy. But my first mission as a green warrior mage was to a small planet in the Godstar VI system. Ventros? You might have heard of it.”  
 
    “One of the mining planets,” Vee said numbly. 
 
    Miranda nodded. “The Mech War had destroyed the planet’s largest city. Alliance forces had arrived in time to push the Mech army back, but not before they’d killed thousands. The carnage was shocking to me. It wasn’t something we learned about in the Academy. There it was all ra ra, how we were protectors of the galaxy, Alliance peacekeepers that did what no one else could do. This city was reality. No matter what we did, innocents would die. Innocents. That word struck a chord with me. Was anyone truly innocent? Was I innocent? Was one life worth more than another? I already knew the Alliance had secrets. I’d heard rumors and gossip.” 
 
    Terry said, “You switched sides just like that?” There was skepticism in his voice. 
 
    “Of course not,” Miranda snapped. “I’m only saying I became more aware of the world around me. Before then I had tunnel vision. Only the mission mattered, paving the way for the Demonstrous to arrive and eat its way through each of your godstar systems. Little by little, I began to love the various planets I was sent to. Once I saw a little girl, a Chameleot in fact, in the middle of what was left of a battlefield.” 
 
    “Teravainen, on Chameleos,” Terry said. “You were there for the Battle for Tera?” 
 
    Miranda nodded slowly, her eyes shadowed by ghosts. “I helped the Alliance defeat the Mechs. We left none alive.” 
 
    “We lost two million Chameleots that day,” Terry said. “I heard the news from Archimedes. I wept for them. I wished I was one of them, and not the coward who’d fled.” 
 
    Vee’s eyes bore into the side of Terry’s head, but he didn’t turn to meet her stare. She didn’t know this about him. She only knew him as the flamboyant tavern owner who liked to put on a show for his customers.  
 
    Miranda said, “This little girl was wading through the dead with a single-minded focus I hadn’t witnessed in a long time. I watched her, wondering whether she was in shock, wandering aimlessly like a sleepwalker. I was about to go to her, to ask her if she needed help, when she stopped. She bent over and picked something up, pulling it from the ground. A flower. It would’ve been pure white, but it was speckled with blood. She held it up to her chest, and I watched as the same blood-dotted flower appeared on her shirt, like an imprint. Later I learned that both her parents had been killed during the battle and that she had no other family.” 
 
    The story wrenched Vee’s heart, but there was something she didn’t understand. “What was the point of the girl picking the flower? What happened to her?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Miranda said. “But for me it was a revelation. There is beauty in all places. You just have to find it. And by that time I’d recognized the beauty in the Godstar Galaxy. Where the rest of the Centaurians saw a collection of star systems brimming with aura resources, I was finally seeing the billions who occupied it, the lives that would be snuffed out if I didn’t act.” 
 
    “So…what?” Vee said. “Why didn’t you warn someone? Why are you on the run from the Alliance?” 
 
    “I tried,” Miranda said, shaking her head. “No one believed me. I had no proof. I couldn’t shift back into a Centaurian because the transformation is permanent. Without proof, the Alliance would’ve continued with their two-pronged wars, the Jackals on one side and the Mechs on the other.” 
 
    “And then Dacre stole the prime artifact,” Vee said, finally beginning to understand.  
 
    “Yes,” Miranda confirmed. “That’s when I knew my trick had been too effective. I’d driven him back from the brink and all the way to where he’d started. He was going to do something drastic to help the Centaurians’ plans. I requested to be part of the investigation and manhunt but was denied. I’d lost all credibility. I grew desperate, so I did something drastic.” 
 
    “You stole a transporter and filled it with”—Vee glanced at the soldiers behind Miranda, each standing as still as a statue—“Centaurians, right? These are the other forward scouts?” 
 
    Miranda nodded. “Do not be alarmed. They want to help too. I’ve convinced them. They don’t want our people to destroy worlds anymore. They want to stop running and start living. But if we don’t catch Dacre before he destroys the Mage Academy, the Alliance will have no hope of defending itself. The mages are the Godstar Galaxy’s only hope.” 
 
    “Why should we believe you?” Minnow said, taking a protective step in front of Vee.  
 
    Vee expected the Centaurian to defend her words vehemently, to plead her case with fervor and righteous indignation at having been challenged. Instead she said only, “I don’t know. All I know is I’m out of options. And I suspect you’ve located Dacre, given the repairs to your ship. He did this, didn’t he?” 
 
    Vee nodded. “We traded blows. His star-rig escaped into the asteroid field.” 
 
    “He’ll have repaired his rig by now. He might’ve even made the jump into hyperspace.” 
 
    “No,” Vee said. “He’s still in this system.” Nothing else made sense. He’d stolen aura and a prime artifact. He was preparing for something. Something big. There was only one missing piece.  
 
    “Why would he still be here?” Miranda asked, her brow furrowing.  
 
    “Because to process all of that aura he’ll need a weapon. A powerful one.” 
 
    Vee saw understanding dawn in Miranda’s eyes. “He thinks the Grems have such a weapon. Which means…” 
 
    “He’s on Urkusk by now.” 
 
    Miranda took a deep breath. “I know our history is…rocky. But I need you to trust me now. If we don’t stop Dacre from acquiring that weapon, everything and everyone you know will be destroyed. A storm is coming. We call it the Greystorm. And it knows no mercy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Time to be digested 
 
      
 
    The injured had been sedated and placed in the healing bays. The dead were put on ice until a time when they could be given a proper send off into the void.  
 
    The monsters were left where they lay, scattered around the star-rig.  
 
    Clay Coffee stood basking in the hot crimson light of the godstar, his hands on his hips. General Kukk’uk was still inside the rig, checking its various systems to be certain nothing had been damaged during the rough landing. Locating and stealing a powerful Grem weapon would be meaningless if they had no way of transporting it out of the star system. 
 
    Dacre sat in the shade provided by the star-rig, waiting. He was frustrated by his own performance under pressure. Coffee and Kukk’uk had both fought valiantly, while he would’ve been killed if not for them. Yes, eventually he’d gotten himself under control, but it had taken too long.  
 
    Coffee turned toward him and said, “This was your first time killing, no?” 
 
    Dacre stared at him, wondering how the man could perceive such a thing. Probably because he’d killed hundreds of times. He knew the difference. Finally, Dacre nodded.  
 
    Coffee returned his nod, striding out of the heat to sit beside him, one arm balanced casually on a knee. His face was textured, lined with scars and years. His eyes, however, were still young. “The first time is supposed to be the hardest,” Coffee said, staring out at the rocky, red cliffs that flanked them. The glint of untold stories flashed in his eyes.  
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    Coffee offered a mirthless smile. “Not for me. I don’t enjoy violence like some do. I only do what is necessary.” 
 
    “Necessary for what?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Survival. Meeting the objective.” 
 
    “Getting rich?” Dacre guessed.  
 
    Coffee laughed, and this time his amusement was real. “Yes. I can’t deny the allure of Vectors. I could be swimming in them and I’d still want more.” 
 
    “But that’s not all you want,” Dacre said, hearing what the man had left unsaid as loudly as what he had.  
 
    “Don’t expect more of me, son,” the man said. “Or you’ll likely be disappointed.” 
 
    Did Dacre expect more of the man? He was a known scoundrel and black-market dealer. If the Alliance ever managed to get their hands on him, he’d never see the light of day again. Hole, they’d lock him up and shoot the key into the closest black hole. Dacre knew he had a foolish tendency to see the good in people, but was there good in this man, this stranger? 
 
    “I expect nothing,” he said, standing and striding back inside the rig to see whether Kukk’uk was almost ready to go.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    A three-dimensional map of Urkusk had been loaded onto the display in Dacre’s helmet. Overlaid on the map were the positions of each of Kukk’uk’s soldiers, as well as Coffee’s remaining crew members, minus those that were injured and left behind in the rig. The med-bots would tend to them while they were gone. The star-rig had been sealed up tight and set to Auto-defense mode, just in case any more of the many-mouthed monsters showed up looking for food.  
 
    They set out on a northerly route, toward where one of the numerous known entrances to the Gremolin cities was located. The map showed a tunnel that descended underground, gradually at first and then on a steeper angle. A portion of a city was included on the map, but the details grew vaguer farther underground. The maps available were outdated and likely somewhat inaccurate, but it was all they had.  
 
    The city was named Gurook. In Gremish, the City Without Day. Dacre thought all the Grem cities could bear that name considering they were underground, hidden away from the flaming godstar in the sky. Suspected to be the largest city on Urkusk, Gurook was one of the places the Alliance had been permitted to visit during their mandated inspections, but the visit had been cut short when the Premier Gremolin had made the sudden decision to secede from the Alliance. The Alliance inspectors had been fortunate to escape with their lives. That was a decade ago, and the Grems had become the enigma of the galaxy, rumors swirling around them at every mention. At the core of every conversation, however, was the belief that they harbored a mag-weapon more powerful than any ever built before.  
 
    The concern over whether the Grems would ever use it had long been the subject of heated Alliance discussions. In one camp were those who wanted to declare war on the Grems and force their hand. At the other end of the spectrum were those who believed the Gremolins were only a threat if provoked. Leave them alone and all would be well. Dacre didn’t know which side was right, but he was determined to discover whether the weapon existed. 
 
    A little over three days left, he thought. Where has the time gone? 
 
    It was a stupid thought, he knew. Time didn’t have wings. It didn’t go faster or slower just because you wanted it to. It simply was, a silent observer, the days and years and epochs and eons nothing but invented terms for a concept that was infinite and undefinable.  
 
    And yet, for Dacre and all the others inhabiting the Godstar Galaxy, time was literally running out, grains of sand rushing through their fingers until there were none left.  
 
    The star-rig was well behind them, hidden behind a wall of red stone that had grown black with long shadows cast by the falling godstar. The canyon they’d landed in had many tributaries, some so narrow one would need to turn sideways to squeeze through, and others wide enough to pilot a star-rig between.  
 
    Each member of the crew was on high-alert, their helmet radar pulsing. If more of the vicious monsters were coming, they needed to be ready. The Cir’u’non refused to walk for fear of being grabbed through the earth, their wings churning slowly, beating the dirt beneath them into thick clouds that stung Dacre’s eyes when it billowed underneath his visor.  
 
    “Damn wingnuts,” Coffee muttered, leading his crew well away from the main body of Cur’u’non. Dacre followed and his vision cleared. He wiped the tears away from his eyes and scraped a thin layer of dust from his visor. The canyon curved to the right and then banked sharply to the opposite side, leaving the way forward invisible until you’d turned the corner.  
 
    Weapons came up as they crept and flew forward, the tension growing. The godstar dipped completely out of view, and the automatic lights on Coffee’s and his crew’s weapons flashed on, probing the shadows. Dacre’s mag-blade glowed dully, the spellhilt warm in his hand.  
 
    The rough canyon bed turned rougher, the crunch of rocks underfoot unavoidable, even for the most cautious footstep. Only the Cir’u’non were silent, the whisper of their wings barely audible over the whistle of the wind, which had picked up, chasing its own tail between the rock walls.  
 
    “Gravel,” Dacre said.  
 
    “What?” Coffee said.  
 
    Crunch, crunch, crunch. Unavoidable.  
 
    “Like a welcome mat, or a red carpet. To the Grems. Their world is made of stone. The rocks we’re walking on were put here on purpose. We’re getting close.” 
 
    Coffee said nothing, and for a while they listened to the crunching footsteps. The gun lights dueled ahead of them, while Dacre’s mag-blade brightened slightly, the aura humming through his bloodstream.  
 
    “That’s a fancy sword you’ve got there,” Coffee said. His tone was neutral, but Dacre could sense the suggestion in it, if not the accusation. Coming from a crook, it was somewhat annoying.  
 
    “If you want to ask me something…” 
 
    “I don’t. Just a comment. Mag-blades are highly regulated. Not something you see every day. In my entire life, I’ve only had two come across my desk. Sold them for enough Vectors to power my rock for a century.” 
 
    “Where did they come from?” Dacre asked. “Or should I say ‘whom’?” 
 
    “Ha!” the man laughed. The light shooting from his gun wobbled as he shook. “Not many folks would ask me that. Most would get uncomfortable knowing I had stolen goods in my possession. Swords belonging to the Alliance.” 
 
    “Been there, done that,” Dacre said with a thin smile. “Stealing from the Alliance is one thing we have in common.” 
 
    “’Cept I didn’t steal from them. Not directly, anyway.” 
 
    “But you don’t give anything back either.” 
 
    “True. Anyway, these two mag-blades were from the Mech War, or so the seller claimed. Said he watched the mage knights get cut down by heavy fire from the Steel Mech armored unit. They had fought valiantly, as the story goes, but eventually ran out of aura and couldn’t defend themselves.” 
 
    Dacre grimaced. There were many things in the galaxy he had the power to change, but not everything. There would always be war.  
 
    Something about the man’s story rang false, however. “You still have the blades, don’t you?” 
 
    Coffee fired a surprised glance in his direction, which was answer enough. “You continue to surprise me, son. The mag-blades will only increase in value. A good investment, you could say, especially as tensions with the Machinists rise. And the Grems aren’t exactly producing many blades these days.” 
 
    “The Grems? Our instructors implied the supply was controlled by the Alliance.” 
 
    “They would,” Coffee said. “How much do you know about the history of mag-weapons?” 
 
    For a moment, Dacre felt like he was back in the Academy, being called on by an instructor. He blinked and gravel crunched underfoot, the canyon walls surrounding him. He should be so lucky. “The technology was developed more than three centuries ago, by a woman named Padmara Ishi‘i. She managed to mimic the manner in which mages’ bodies process aura, and then concentrated it through a tube, like the barrel of a gun.” 
 
    “Very good. But that was only the beginning.” 
 
    “She presented her invention at the annual Godstar Science and Ingenuity Conference, where it was promptly stolen. They found her unconscious in her room with a nasty bruise and no recollection as to what had happened to her.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Then years went by. Six, seven…something like that.” 
 
    “Eight. Eight long years.”  
 
    “Right. Others tried to recreate what she’d accomplished but could never get the same results. Padmara received dozens of lucrative offers from tech companies, but she turned them all down. She had no interest in pursuing her invention, not after what had happened.” 
 
    “Is that what they taught you at the Academy?” 
 
    Dacre shrugged. The canyon had begun to narrow once more, like the beam of a wide laser tightening as it locked on its target. The gun lights didn’t reach far enough, however, leaving the target hidden in darkness. “Something like that.” 
 
    “There were rumors that she was paid a significant sum not to continue her research.” 
 
    “Why would someone do that?” Dacre asked. “Wait. Are you saying the thief paid her off? Why wouldn’t they just buy the tech from her in the first place?” 
 
    “Maybe they thought she wouldn’t sell. Or maybe they were as wily as a Chameleot pickpocket. What did your instructors tell you happened next?” 
 
    “The Alliance captured the thieves. They were half-Grem, half-human. Wanted for a dozen other crimes, from the theft of fine holoart to petty stuff, like running scams on the galactosphere network. The Alliance offered to return the tech to its creator, but Padmara relinquished the rights to the Alliance.” 
 
    “Of course she did,” Coffee said. Again, there was a note of incredulity in his voice.  
 
    Godstars, Dacre thought, feeling like a fool. He’d known for a while that the Alliance harbored plenty of secrets, but it had never crossed his mind that anything about this part of history was false. “The Alliance,” he said.  
 
    Coffee nodded. “History doesn’t happen,” he said. “It’s written by the victors. Win a war and you get to write the history.” 
 
    “We’re not talking about a war.” 
 
    “Everything is a war,” Coffee said. “Every day, every system, every planet. And we are all soldiers.” 
 
    “You’re a real optimist, you know that? You should write motivational speeches. Is the rest of the history I learned at the Academy lies as well?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. All good lies have broad strokes of truth in them. It takes a good liar to recognize the accents of falsehood.” 
 
    Dacre knew he sucked at lying. Which was why, in a way, he was glad Vee never let him back into her world. Because he would’ve had to lie. Not about everything, but about most things. He laughed inwardly. A spy who can’t lie to save his life. It felt like the tagline for a bad holonovel. Dacre said, “The Alliance further developed the tech, creating various mag-weapons, many of which mages still use today, in one form or another.” 
 
    Coffee nodded. “All that is probably true. The Alliance took what Padmara had invented and improved upon it. Different weapons for different situations and different mages. For lower classes of mages or to use in a pinch, mag-pistols. Only capable of processing low-Class spells.” 
 
    “Mag-rifles for Class 3 and above spells,” Dacre continued. “Mag-cannons for heavy duty spells, amplifying the aura further to inflict maximum damage on starships and other space vessels.” 
 
    “And now you’re looking for something even more powerful,” Coffee said.  
 
    Dacre said nothing.  
 
    “Don’t get your space britches in a bunch. I’m not judging, just pointing out the facts. And that pretty sword of yours—did the Alliance design it too?” 
 
    Dacre shook his head. Mag-blades were the one piece of magical technology the Alliance couldn’t take credit for. The mystery of such technology was still hidden to them. Everyone knew mag-blades were produced by the Gremolins deep inside their caverns. They limited the number sold to the Alliance to only a handful a year. No one knew if that was because they were expensive and time-consuming to produce, or if the Grems were merely controlling the supply to keep the value somewhere between exorbitant and priceless. Ever since the Grems seceded from the Alliance, however, the supply had been cut off, making every mag-blade, like his, exponentially more valuable. 
 
    “The Alliance inspectors weren’t just searching for new mag-weapons,” Dacre said. “They wanted the secret to mag-blades too.” 
 
    “Now you’re catching on,” Coffee said. “But they found neither. This isn’t exactly the Grems first space rodeo. But now you think you’ll be able to do what the Alliance could not.” 
 
    Dacre shrugged. “I crossed them twice already, and I’m not dead yet.” 
 
    “Wait till you get to the hundredth time before looking for a correlation,” Coffee said. “I’m only halfway there and I don’t expect to make it the rest of the way. I live every day like it’s my last.” 
 
    Dacre was about to respond when one of the Cir’u’non hissed a warning. They stopped, and Coffee and his crew isolated their lights on the end of the trail, which had finally arrived. The rock face was carved into what could only be described as a face. The gnarled scalp was hairless save for a few tufts of moss-like flora growing in random spots. The deep-set eyes were sunken, dragging halfway onto the pocked cheeks, which flanked dual nose-slits. The maw was a massive rend in the rock and appeared to be screaming soundlessly. All in all, the carving gave Dacre the creeps.  
 
    If he wasn’t a member of a tough-as-nails alien race from millions of lightyears away he might’ve turned and run away screaming. Instead, he started forward. “C’mon,” he said. “Time to be digested.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Big-ass asteroid 
 
      
 
    Twice Tramone had started to raise his hand, opening his mouth to call for his supe. And twice he’d lowered his hand and closed his mouth. What would he say to her anyway? Excuse me, ma’am, there’s something out there eating planets. Should I file a report? She’d laugh in his face and tell him to go back to playing pointless hologames. His job was to look for what was there—potential threats—not what wasn’t there.  
 
    So instead Tramone did some research. He started with known asteroids and meteors that were being tracked through the universe. There were thousands, most of which were billions of lightyears away from the Godstar Galaxy. The number that would come within a hairsbreadth—which meant only a million lightyears away—were less than a hundred. And none would actually enter the galaxy. Or so they thought.  
 
    But all those asteroids had substantial mass, which showed up on their long-distance radar. And when they happened to run into something, like a planet or star, there would be a cataclysmic event, like a cosmic fireworks display. Not just a blip winking out like a fried lightbulb.  
 
    This thing, if it was an asteroid, had never been identified nor tracked. And it didn’t show up as a blip or a dash or anything. It was simply a mass of nothingness, only identifiable by what vanished from its passing. Like the two additional blips that were now no more. Kelvin and Martin, Tramone had nicknamed them months ago. In his mind, they were comedians, always joking with each other, hurling clever insults across the void of space between them.  
 
    Now gone. 
 
    Tramone was suddenly aware that he was breathing rapidly, the short, sharp bursts emerging from his lips like he was a pregnant woman about to deliver. The tech-heads on either side were staring at him, their brows furrowed. Not in concern, but in disgust. Some of the tech-heads were friends, had social lives that involved each other. Not Tramone. If someone spoke to him the wires in his brain always crossed and he lost all ability to speak. Usually they gave up shortly after that, and his heart was able to beat again.  
 
    He forced his breathing to slow, and just for show he resumed his hologame, going through the motions as his mage raced across the terrain of an alien planet somewhere outside of the Godstar Galaxy.  
 
    The two tech-heads stopped staring, and Tramone used his second screen to resume watching the path of the…whatever it was that was making mincemeat of the universe.  
 
    Could it be a massive asteroid that was cloaked somehow? But that didn’t explain how it managed to change direction, zigzagging across space at speeds of millions of lightyears per hour. Unless… 
 
    What if it wasn’t zigzagging at all? What if there were no changes in direction, the object rocketing toward them without straying from its path? 
 
    His heart hammered in his chest. It was the only thing that made sense, and would explain why the line he’d drawn on his screen between the zigzags was so perfectly straight, like the gridlines of a cannon sight aimed at the heart of the Godstar Galaxy.  
 
    And if it was travelling in a straight line, the only way it could take out planets and stars so far in each direction was if it stretched wide enough to do so.  
 
    Which would make it one big-ass asteroid, many times larger than any that were known and tracked, its berth hundreds of thousands of kilometers wide.  
 
    Plus, there was the whole stealth thing. 
 
    Tramone’s hands began to shake. Because if it wasn’t a brainless asteroid that happened to be hurtling directly toward them due to the randomness of creation, then it was the other thing he preferred not to think about.  
 
    Someone was piloting it. Someone was coming for them. Someone that ate planets.  
 
    On Tramone’s second screen, he didn’t notice as his mage was devoured by a ravenous half-wolf, half-centipede that had snuck up behind him. Bones cracked and his MAG/EXP points dropped all the way down to zero.  
 
    Game over.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Hard lessons 
 
      
 
    According to Miranda, the Greystorm was the Centaurians’ planet-ship’s primary weapon. To the naked eye, it appeared to be a massive grey storm, roiling and churning, spitting lightning and rumbling with thunder. In reality, this was all created by technology powered by the ship’s aura reserves. The ship, the Demonstrous, didn’t destroy planets so much as absorb them, harvesting any aura it could, replenishing its stores and allowing it to travel to the next planet, the next star system, the next galaxy. Never stopping, never ceasing.  
 
    To the Centaurians that inhabited the Demonstrous, such violence happened behind the scenes. They knew of it but didn’t really pay much attention. They lived their lives. They had jobs. They had families. They ate meals together. They laughed. The details were someone else’s problem.  
 
    “The Council of Three,” Miranda said now. “They plan for the future. They decide where to send our probes, which detect the density of aura reserves. They plot our course hundreds of years in advance, calculating the distances and how long the ship can survive until its next big harvest. When they identify a prime target, they send out scouts on smaller, faster ships, years in advance. Children who’ve been taught what to do.” 
 
    “Like you. And Dacre,” Vee said, a twinge of disgust in her tone. She still couldn’t believe she’d let him touch her. That she’d given him a piece of her. A piece of her heart.  
 
    By the godstars, does that mean Ava is half-Centaurian? 
 
    The thought made her ill. She clenched her abdomen to stifle the feeling and asked, “Are all your people mages?” 
 
    Miranda shook her head. “No. We are much like most races, except…” 
 
    “Except what? Listen, you’ve told us this much, are you really going to hold back now?” 
 
    Miranda sighed. “Sorry, I’m—I’ve been trained to be a spy. I’ve dealt in secrets and subversive plots my entire life. It’s not an easy thing to unlearn.” 
 
    “You think I care about any of that?” Vee said, heat rising in her chest. Aura hummed through her veins. “You’ve just told me of your people’s plot to destroy this entire galaxy without hesitation or thought. All I want to know is how I can stop it. Black Hole, I don’t even know if I should believe you. You’ve lied to me plenty of times before.” 
 
    “But not now. Why would I make all this up?” 
 
    Vee wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t about to trust without question. Not ever again. “How do we stop the Demonstrous, this…Greystorm?” 
 
    “Find Dacre. First and foremost. He is going to finish what we started all those years ago. Knock out all that’s left of the Alliance’s defenses.” 
 
    “And then what? You said it yourself, this weapon is unstoppable. It will destroy us whether we have an entire galaxy of mages and mag-weapons to try to fight it. Right? Am I missing something?” 
 
    “No. You’re not. But you also have a mage Centaurian. If I can use the weapon Dacre seeks, and the prime artifact, and the aura reserves on Jurnum, maybe the spell will be amplified enough to protect the galaxy. Even if only temporarily.” 
 
    Vee scoffed. “You think a Class 5 spell, even magnified by an artifact and a stupid weapon, will be enough to stop a galaxy destroyer? And you tell me I’m the aura addict. Seems you’ve been dipping into the supply.” 
 
    Miranda’s voice dropped lower. “It won’t be a Class 5 spell.” 
 
    Vee partially closed one eye. “Are you telling me you achieved Class 6? There’s only one known mage in history to gain enough MAG/EXP points to get to 6. His body couldn’t sustain it and he had a massive heart attack.” 
 
    “Not 6, no.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The Alliance created the MAG/EXP point system. They created the Classes. My people don’t compare each other in that way. There are simply the less powerful and the more powerful. I’m in the more powerful category. If I hadn’t used magic to tamper with my counter, I would’ve been swiftly discovered at the Academy.” 
 
    “Which Class are you?” Vee asked evenly. 
 
    “I don’t know. My counter only reads 5+. But it’s more than 6. 7? 8? 10? Who knows?” 
 
    Vee breathed in and out, trying to process this new information. “And Dacre?” 
 
    “We were chosen to lead the scout team for a reason,” Miranda said. “We were the two most powerful.” 
 
    It keeps getting better and better, Vee thought. The father of my child is an alien and a Class 10 mage. Great. Let’s crack open a bottle of sparkling aura to celebrate. 
 
    “Let’s say I believe you, and I help you find Dacre. What then? I help you get to Jurnum. You do your powerful mage thing and fire this mythical weapon while kissing Dacre’s stolen prime artifact and gulping down mouthfuls of aura, then—” 
 
    “I would need to shoot the stuff right into my bloodstream,” Miranda interjected. 
 
    “Fine. We can do that too. But what happens? You blow up your own people with a nuclear spell?” 
 
    Miranda shook her head. “The Demonstrous’s defenses are too powerful. Any aggressive spell would be countered. A defensive one, however, might be able to stop the Greystorm long enough to work out another solution. We could negotiate with the Council of Three. Sue for peace.” 
 
    “Negotiate? You just told me these Three plotted years ago to destroy us. You really think they’ll talk?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. They might. All they want is for my people’s way of life to endure. There might be a peaceful solution, if both parties are willing to compromise.” 
 
    Vee didn’t trust this woman as far as she could throw her. And she was starving for some more aura, a gnawing sensation that started in her gut and worked its way through the whole of her body. Plus, inexplicably, Dacre was at the core of everything. That was something she couldn’t deny. First find Dacre. Then deal with Miranda. “Okay,” she said.  
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. C’mon aboard. You might as well fly with us if you’re just going to follow us across the galaxy anyway.” 
 
    Miranda’s expression wasn’t one of gratitude, but a miasma of confusion, her thin, dark brows scything downward. Vee turned and walked away. After a few moments, she heard the clomp of boots as Miranda and her retinue followed.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Nice time of year to be visiting the red planet, no?” Minnow said as Frank steered their starship above the rocky terrain. “Forty degrees Celsius. And that’s before the sun comes up.” 
 
    “I’m hoping to get a tan,” Vee said.  
 
    “We’ll lose a few pounds of water weight, too, I expect. It’ll be like spending a month on a spa planet.” 
 
    Terry only shook his head, and Vee was glad to find him feeling well enough to be exasperated with their antics. He could have died, she thought. Was this how her mother had felt when she came back from war? Wondering what might have been? Who could’ve been saved and who was almost lost? For the first time in her life, she thought she understood a speck of what her mother’s life had been. One percent of one percent. She had the urge to speak to McGee but tamped it down. That would have to wait until later. Anyway, the mage was nowhere to be found. He had a knack for hiding, and all the extra bodies on board seemed to make him uncomfortable. He’d snuck away almost as soon as they’d left for Urkusk.  
 
    “Godstarsforsaken planet,” Frank muttered.  
 
    “What?” Vee asked.  
 
    “Nowhere to land.” 
 
    “Are you certain this is the right place?” Miranda asked. 
 
    “I’m a cat, not a fool,” he said, firing a sharp glare at her.  
 
    “I said I’m sorry,” she said.  
 
    “Then release me from this prison.” 
 
    “No can do, furball. The spell was permanent.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a ‘permanent’ spell,” Vee said. 
 
    “You’ve also never met a Centaurian. Well, before Dacre and I.” 
 
    Vee gritted her teeth. Dacre and I. She had a feeling Miranda was going to lord the truth over her every second of every minute they were forced to endure each other’s company. Why should I care? she thought. He’s an alien and trying to destroy us all. He deserves none of what I have left. 
 
    “I’ve got something,” Frank said, snapping her out of her reverie.  
 
    Vee saw the heat signature on one of the holoscreens. It was faint, like the cooling engine of a star-rig, and yet still hotter and brighter than the surrounding landscape. If it wasn’t still early morning, they might’ve missed it completely. “Bring her down.” 
 
    “Layla, full landing mode,” Frank said, caressing the control ropes with both paws, bringing their path into line with the approaching heat signature. If the Jackals had managed to land a full-sized star-rig, then surely there must be enough room for them too.  
 
    Comin’ right up, the A.I. said. I’ll have ya down faster’n a barfight at a honkytonk.  
 
    “I hope that means fast,” Vee said.  
 
    “And safely,” Terry added.  
 
    “And fun,” said Minnow. 
 
    Miranda rolled her eyes, which made Vee smile just a little.  
 
    In the end, Frank did an expert job of sliding their massive vessel into the canyon, slipping just past the downed star-rig and rumble-bouncing across the rough terrain just as the local godstar crested the red, stone ridge.  
 
    “Good job,” Miranda said.  
 
    Frank hissed at her but began to work his way through the post-landing procedures while the A.I. assisted him in her twangy voice.  
 
    “What do you know about this planet?” Miranda asked Vee.  
 
    “What is this, some kind of a quiz?” 
 
    “No, just looking for intel. I never expected to be here. This wasn’t part of the plan.” 
 
    “Well, I never expected to be here either. And I had no plans. You’re the one who showed up in the middle of my perfectly good life and started screwing things up. I know nothing about Urkusk except that it’s hot and the locals don’t like it when unexpected visitors show up.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” Terry asked, sliding coolly between the two women.  
 
    Miranda said, “What to expect. What defenses do the Gremolins have? Are there any dangerous conditions or hazards? Wildlife? We should perform a full recon before we move out.” 
 
    Terry said, “I’ve been here twice.” 
 
    Vee stared at him. “What? How did I not know this?” She’d never known anyone who’d been to Urkusk. Well, technically she had—Terry—she just hadn’t been aware of it. 
 
    “I don’t wear my past on my skin,” he said. “I came to the Arch for a new life, not to dwell on the old one.” It was a cryptic answer, and Vee had a dozen other questions, but he was already answering Miranda’s other questions. “The Grems and Chameleots have always understood each other more than most races. We typically don’t stray far from our home planets. We like to be left alone. We are comfortable in our own skin.” On cue, his skin changed hue rapidly, a miasma of colors and patterns.  
 
    “Amazing,” Minnow said, his eyes wide. Vee chuckled. She’d seen Terry’s bar tricks hundreds of times, but they were still fresh and new to the Minot.  
 
    “You think?” Terry said. He pretended to shrug off the compliment, but Vee knew from experience he lived to impress others. Always a showman. “Back home I’d be called ‘normal.’ People always assume I’m one of your lot—a mage—just because I can change how I look. But all people change, Chameleot or not. Sometimes it’s just harder to see the changes when they occur on the inside.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Miranda said, pretending to yawn. “Can we get back on track? Urkusk.” 
 
    “The red planet. It’s hot and rough. There are said to be monsters here, though I’ve never seen them. Being a Chameleot, I was welcomed on arrival both times. A mage guard was sent from the official landing pad to escort me into the closest Grem city, Gurook. The City Without Day.” 
 
    “What sort of monsters?” Vee asked.  
 
    “Holy godstars,” Frank said, staring at the rear holoscreen. The sunlight streaming over the ridge crept past their ship and behind, shimmering on the edge of the still star-rig, which looked like a dead beast made of metal. All around it were corpses, the ground splattered with gore.  
 
    They were not human. 
 
    Frank zoomed the camera closer, isolating one of the dead.  
 
    Vee bit the side of her mouth and looked away. Minnow made a vomiting sound. Miranda cursed under her breath. And Terry said, “Those sorts of monsters. Welcome to Urkusk. Let’s take a walk, shall we?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Urkusk 
 
      
 
    Being inside the ghoulish mouth of the cave was better than Dacre had expected. It was cooler for one. Behind them, the sun would be rising and the temperature would be reaching for a spot between boil-me-alive and seared-human-flesh.  
 
    No wonder the Grems live underground, he thought, already gaining a greater appreciation for the locals. Most assumed they were cave dwellers because they were strange. He wondered whether much of their appearance—the hunched backs and rough, gnarled skin—was simply an act of evolution. After several thousand years underground, he suspected humans would look different too.  
 
    At first the tunnel was much like the outside planet—rough and unfinished. But then, like brackish water filtered clean, the tunnel transformed. The rough walls turned smooth. Not just shaved and sanded down, but constructed of expertly cut marble, cool to the touch. Dacre ran his finger along it, marveling at the craftsmanship. And yet, this was supposed to be some sort of a back entrance, unguarded. 
 
    He stopped. The others didn’t notice and continued along until he said, “Wait.” 
 
    Coffee turned first, his eyebrows lifting, his face illuminated by the edges of his gun-light. “Shit,” he said, realizing exactly what Dacre had a moment earlier.  
 
    What? Kukk’uk clicked. Now that they were in the tunnel and headroom was minimal, the Cir’u’non had tucked their wings behind them and returned to their feet.  
 
    Coffee said, “This is too easy.” 
 
    Dacre nodded. “The Grems wouldn’t just let strangers walk through the backdoor. Heck, there wasn’t even a door at all. Just an opening.” 
 
    Easy? Kukk’uk said. Those monsters were not easy. 
 
    “Even if the Grems could somehow control the monsters, or convince them to guard this entrance, they wouldn’t assume they would stop all intruders. They would have a backup plan.” 
 
    “The scary mouth thing,” Coffee said. “Only a bunch of idiots would go inside.” He offered a thin smile. 
 
    You want to turn back? Kukk’uk said. Go knock on the front door?  
 
    Dacre was learning something new about the Cir’u’non every day. Now they were capable of sarcasm. Apparently. “No. I’m just saying we tread carefully. Coffee goes first.” 
 
    “Very funny,” the man said. “But I will if you will. We can lose our heads together when massive blades swoop down from above.” 
 
    “Fine,” Dacre said, taking up position at the front. The two men walked slowly, side by side, glancing furtively about them. Dacre felt aura swarming his system in anticipation of whatever might come. His mag-blade glowed brighter.  
 
    “Easy there,” Coffee said.  
 
    Dacre took a deep breath and his sword dimmed slightly. His finger remained at the ready, however. A quick spell could save all their lives.  
 
    An hour later, they were still walking, and the tension had eased somewhat. Time and boredom did that. “The Grems are smart,” Coffee said. “They’re wearing us down. Making us easier targets.” 
 
    Or this tunnel leads to nowhere, Kukk’uk said. Why would a map of this part of Urkusk be readily available on the galactosphere when so much of the planet is unknown? 
 
    “Then why would they spend so much time on the walls?” Dacre said.  
 
    “Another ruse?” Coffee suggested.  
 
    It was possible, Dacre supposed, but still seemed like an awful waste of effort. Then again, the Gremolins had often shown that they were willing to play the long game if it meant protecting their way of life and avoiding giving in to the Alliance.  
 
    “Is the tunnel curving?” Coffee asked, gesturing to the wall. “Or is it just me?” 
 
    Dacre stopped. Squinted. It was hard to tell in the poor light. In truth, it would’ve been hard to tell in the light of day. “Can those lights get any brighter?” he asked.  
 
    “I don’t want to run down the batteries or we’ll be toast,” Coffee said.  
 
    “Just for a second. Shine it straight forward, as far as it’ll go.” Dacre silently cursed himself for not thinking to perform such a test earlier.  
 
    Coffee tapped the holoscreen attached to the weapon and the light began to brighten. More and more of the tunnel before them appeared, the shadows fleeing before the eye of light. And then— 
 
    It disappeared to the right, the left wall having curved bit by bit in the same direction. A long, slow loop. “Dammit,” Coffee said.  
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything. The city might just be toward the right.” 
 
    “Or we’re walking in a huge circle. That would explain the no-security thing. That would explain why we haven’t been attacked or stopped. The Grems aren’t worried about a bunch of mice running on a wheel to nowhere.” 
 
    Dacre hoped he was wrong, but they’d already gone so far they didn’t have any other choice. “All we can do is move forward and find out.” 
 
    No one offered any better suggestions, so that’s what they did.  
 
    Three long hours later they saw a light. It was just a halo at first, but eventually morphed into an arched exit. Or entrance. They were one and the same. The tunnel had led them back outside, where the temperature felt almost thirty degrees hotter.  
 
    But where were they? 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “No claw marks,” Terry said, bending over to inspect the footprints in the dirt. 
 
    Vee did the same, taking in the dozen or so sets of prints, all of which were shaped like boots of various sizes and shapes. Not all were necessarily human—most races wore some kind of footwear, after all—but clearly none of them were Jackals.  
 
    “The Jackals would’ve taken advantage of their wings,” Miranda said. “Especially after the attack.” 
 
    Vee couldn’t disagree. They’d already searched the battle site. There were holes in the ground, small, narrow crawlspaces. Evidently the monsters had burrowed through the earth and attacked from beneath. The Jackals wouldn’t like being tied to the ground when something could grab them at any second. Hole, she didn’t like it either.  
 
    “He’s got a crew now,” Vee said. “Or at least temporary allies. Not just Jackals. Someone he picked up in the asteroid field.” She frowned, cupping her hand over her eyes, trying to create some shade as the scorching sun beat down upon them. They couldn’t survive out here for long. They either needed to find some shade or a way inside the ridge of mountains flanking them to the north.  
 
    “I wonder how many of his allies were killed or injured,” Minot said.  
 
    Vee wondered the same thing, but the star-rig had been sealed up tight. They couldn’t use magic to break inside, given the magium construction of the huge tanker. Brute force was an option, but also a risk. They didn’t know whether any injured in the attack would try to fight back. Plus, the rig itself might have a deadly security system given the value of the payload it hauled across the galaxy.  
 
    In the end, they’d decided to leave it where it stood and follow the footprints they’d found leading away. North, exactly the direction they wanted to go.  
 
    The comms inside Vee’s implant came to life. “Frank Stallone to squadron leader,” their cat pilot said.  
 
    “What do you want, Frank?” Vee said. Minnow offered her a sideways look that said Just say the word and I’ll skin him and make you a nice fur coat. 
 
    “I’m bored.” 
 
    “Watch a holo-vid. Play a game. Hold your breath and count to a million.” 
 
    “Funny. Hear me laughing? No? You won’t be either when you’re ready to make the leap from this dusty ol’ rock and you’re short a pilot.” 
 
    “Fair enough. We need you. And you need us. For entertainment. If we don’t return to the ship, you’ll die of boredom. So quit bothering us.” 
 
    “Fine,” the cat said, though there was a note of pouting in his voice. “I’ll take a catnap. Seems that’s all I’m needed for right now.” 
 
    “Good plan.” 
 
    The cat offered no further response, and Vee refocused on the rough terrain set before them.  
 
    They rounded a bend in the canyon and Vee had to shield her eyes as shards of bright light reflected into them from the ground just ahead. Her companions had to do the same, each of them cringing. What is that? 
 
    “Don’t look directly at it,” Miranda said, which Vee thought was a pretty obvious suggestion. They moved forward slowly, using their hands to block out the blinding reflection. Soon crystals crunched underfoot, and, without looking, Vee bent down to pick one up, shielding it from the sun with her hand so she could get a better look. It was a clear crystal, cut perfectly, each facet forming a symmetrical angle with the others. It was just the sort of gemstone one might expect to find in a rare and powerful magical artifact like the one Dacre had stolen. And yet here they were littered about like worthless trinkets.  
 
    “We should load up the starship and get the Hole out of here,” Minnow said. “Forget the end of the world. We can retire and buy a first-class ticket out of the galaxy before everything hits the fan.” 
 
    Vee dropped the crystal and said, “Let’s keep moving.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Minnow stuff a couple handfuls of crystals into his pockets. “Leave them.” 
 
    Minnow looked at her, agony crossing his face. “All these Vectors…” he said. “We’ll never work a crappy security job again.” 
 
    Vee grinned. “We have our own starship now. After this is over, we’ll change careers. Start a shipping company. Better yet, we’ll become bounty hunters. I think we’ll be good at it. And we can always come back.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Promise.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Crystals crunched underfoot, though none of them shattered. They were the real deal. Ahead of them, the canyon ended in a large mouth cut into the ridge. It was carved into a hideous face. The mouth was supposed to be the entrance into a cave, clearly.  
 
    Unfortunately, the way forward was sealed by a wall of rock, smooth and impenetrable.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The wall was unbreakable. They’d tried everything. Blasters. Pulse rifles. Railguns. Even magic. First Vee, then Miranda. McGee hadn’t come out from wherever he was hidden on the starship, so they’d eventually had to leave him, which meant he couldn’t help. And the cat wizard was bound to the ship. Not that it would’ve mattered. These doors clearly couldn’t be opened from the outside. None of what they’d tried had left even a dent.  
 
    “They’re protected by some powerful magic,” Miranda said.  
 
    Vee placed a fist against the wall, frustrated. The footprints led right up to the doors. They didn’t turn left or right. It was as if Dacre and his comrades had walked right through the wall. Clearly, that wasn’t possible. The doors had been open when they arrived, only to close sometime after, sealing them inside.  
 
    “There must be another way in,” Vee said. They were hot and tired. Despite their efforts to ration, their water supply was running low. Their starship wasn’t too far away, but Vee really didn’t want to go back, defeated. But what other choice did they have? On a whim, Vee pounded on the door. Like a knock. Thunk thunk thunk. 
 
    Minnow chuckled. “Shame there isn’t a doorbell. Or an intercom. Hello, Grems? We have a package to deliver. Yes, you’ll need to sign for it.” 
 
    “Hilarious,” Vee said, slumping to a sitting position, her back to the wall.  
 
    Miranda said, “What now?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Not good enough. Dacre might’ve already found the weapon.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not.” 
 
    “There are other ways inside.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    “Make me.” Vee knew she was being somewhat childish, but this woman irked her like she’d never been irked before. The sound of her voice, her face, the self-righteous curve of her lips, the lips she’d once thought Dacre had preferred to her own. All lies. This woman’s very existence was a lie. And yet Vee knew she needed to see this through to the end, regardless of whether it would be a monumental disaster or a great victory. She stood up, her pity party over.  
 
    “We need to get to higher ground,” she said. “Scope things out. It’s time to climb.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dacre blinked and the day was gone, the heat of the day lingering in the air, now dark and smudged with thick shadows cast by the canyon walls.  
 
    What the actual Hole? 
 
    Coffee said, “You don’t see that every day.” 
 
    It was the understatement of the millenium. It wasn’t like night had fallen so much as come crashing down. The godstar, which, a moment ago, had been burning bright and fiery in the sky, was gone. Vanished.  
 
    Impossible.  
 
    Well, maybe not impossible, considering Dacre had witnessed it with his very eyes. But very unlikely. And yet, here they were. Coffee’s crew’s gun-lights were still on, casting blades of light across the dark terrain.  
 
    They stepped out. What now? Kukk’uk clicked, turning to Dacre like he was some kind of a squad leader and this was all part of his planned expedition.  
 
    A noise. Not loud. In fact, closer to a whisper than anything else.  
 
    Dacre turned. 
 
    The way back inside the tunnel was sealed tight by a sheet of rock. His spine tingled. Trying to calm the sudden sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, he inspected the new wall. If he hadn’t just walked from the tunnel, he would have no clue it had ever been there. The rock wall appeared completely natural, without seam or rend. Like it had stood there for a thousand years. A hundred thousand.  
 
    What now? 
 
    That question wasn’t his to answer, not exactly, because Dacre finally realized that nothing that had happened since they’d landed on this crimson planet had been theirs to control.  
 
    “We follow the canyons,” he said.  
 
    Wherever the Grems were leading them—into a trap, back to their ship, in circles until they passed out from exhaustion or heat or dehydration—they would see it through. 
 
    He would see it through.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When the lights went out, Vee’s heart was pounding, her skin slick with sweat.  
 
    “Holy Hole,” someone said—one of Miranda’s Centaurians. Vee couldn’t see as much as hear him as he lost his footing, or his handhold—or both.  
 
    She didn’t know this man from the Archchancellor, but he was still a life to be saved. She tightened her grip on the nub of rock her fingers were clamped around and swung hard to the left, grabbing blindly in the sudden darkness. Something brushed past and she tried to dig her fingers into his clothing, his belt, something.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    He slipped past with barely a whooshing sound followed by a breathless scream that vanished when he crunched onto the canyon floor far below. 
 
    Sickened, Vee managed to swing back and reassert her position on the cliff face. 
 
    Miranda and her other Centaurians began to murmur in some alien tongue, their voices melding into a low drone. Shinnar far lone vie hu, michellione yu see, michellione far lone, michellione vie hu.  
 
    The translator in Vee’s implant whirred as if confused, unable to translate the strange language.  
 
    The Centaurians went silent. Miranda said, “We move on. His soul has found its place in the stars.” 
 
    Vee said nothing, surprised by the gravity in her tone. Surprised that the Centaurians—that Miranda, the woman she’d always considered to be soulless—believed in such a superstitious notion. His soul has found a place in the stars? Ridiculous.  
 
    Despite herself, Vee felt a single tear trickle from her eye. Not for this man, alien, whatever, who she had barely known, but for the one she had lost. Her mother.  
 
    She hoped her soul, if such a thing existed, had found a place in the stars too.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Inexplicably, it was day again. Dacre and his ragtag crew of criminals had marched in darkness for only two hours before the godstar returned. It didn’t rise, but simply appeared, like it had been there all along, obscured by the thickest, blackest cloud on any planet in any system in any galaxy.  
 
    Now, its scarlet rays slashed into them with a heat that would burn their skin quickly if they didn’t find cover.  
 
    I preferred night, Kukk’uk clicked, which almost made Dacre laugh because of how cliché it was. Pretty much everyone in the Godstar Galaxy thought of the Cir’u’non as nocturnal, like an advanced species of bat. Dacre had learned this wasn’t true at all. Just because they slept upside down and swooped down on leathery wings didn’t make them the subject of a child’s nightmare.  
 
    “Me too,” Dacre said. “This side.” 
 
    They shifted to the far side of the canyon, where a wide swathe of shade had appeared the moment the light had returned. As it had for the last hour, the canyon trail had continued to curl to the left on a southerly bearing. At one point, Coffee had noted they must’ve done a full circle already. Dacre couldn’t disagree, and yet they’d never returned to the point where the tunnel had been sealed off.  
 
    He wasn’t sure what that meant.  
 
    All he knew was the Gremolins—or someone—was leading them. For what purpose—whether righteous or nefarious or simply for amusement—he knew not.  
 
    Coffee said, “I should’ve stayed in the Alley. This is boring.” 
 
    “No one twisted your arm,” Dacre said. “And anyway, we fought monsters with mouths on their stomachs.” 
 
    “Feels like a long time ago. And don’t forget the mouths on their arms. And legs. And hands. And—” 
 
    Silence. The rebuke came from Kukk’uk, who turned and glared at them. The Cir’u’non were once more on their feet, leaving clawed tracks in the dirt. Ever since their wings had grown tired and they’d been forced back to the ground, they’d been quick-tempered.  
 
    “Did you hear something?” Dacre asked, frowning and listening for any sign of the return of the ground-tunneling creatures.  
 
    Just two fools with moonrocks for brains, the general clicked.  
 
    “She’s a charmer, make no mistake,” Coffee said. “Who needs a sword when you’ve got a tongue like that.” 
 
    Kukk’uk’s glare sharpened into twin scythes, her eyes as dark as unlit coals.  
 
    Dacre knew he was losing control of the situation, and quickly; that is, assuming he ever had control of it to begin with. “We should—” 
 
    Keep moving? Kukk’uk said. That’s what you keep saying, but we’re not getting anywhere. My soldiers can scout ahead now that it’s light again. Save us all a lot of wasted time.  
 
    It certainly wasn’t the worst idea in the world… “Fine. Send your fastest flyer. We’ll rest for a spell.” 
 
    Kukk’uk clicked a command to a Jackal she referred to as Shan’uk, and one of the slighter creatures nodded and shot into the air, her wings unfurling like the dual sails of a sailboat catching a steady breeze. She climbed up the cliffside in a straight shot, finally beginning to curl into a glide just as she reached the precipice.  
 
    A bolt of energy—almost like lightning—crackled from somewhere beyond the canyon wall, jackknifing into Shan’uk. Her body jolted and went rigid, stricken by the blast of energy. Her wings faltered, smoking from the cartilage that surrounded them.  
 
    Kukk’uk clicked something rapidly and Dacre’s translator droned what she’d said, but he didn’t hear any of it, the blood rushing through his head as he watched the Jackal glance off the edge of the cliff, bouncing twice more off rocky ledges before landing a stone’s throw away, unmoving.  
 
    No one said anything for a while.  
 
    Finally, Dacre said, “We should bury her.” 
 
    No, Kukk’uk said. She is already gone. There’s nothing left to bury. 
 
    Dacre didn’t understand exactly—the body was still there, right there—but the Jackal spoke the words with such certainty he couldn’t deny that the general believed them to her core.  
 
    He had brought them to this place.  
 
    A place he now suspected they would never leave.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he said.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    By the time they reached the top of the canyon wall, the shock of the man’s death had worn off slightly, pushed away by exertion and sweat. 
 
    Miranda stood beside Vee, their gazes traveling in opposite directions, searching for something, anything, in the darkness.  
 
    My night vision must not be very good, Vee thought. For she couldn’t see even the darker space where the mountains must have been. Everything looked shades of gray in a tight range. There were other canyons, she thought, but that was all. No other identifying features.  
 
    And then it was day again, and she slammed her eyes shut, the brutal red light bright and piercing after so much darkness. Slowly, bit by bit, she cracked them open, blinking rapidly to moisten her eyes.  
 
    Her heart sank into her stomach a moment later.  
 
    Impossible. 
 
    The mountain range she knew had been to the south a couple hours earlier when they began their climb was gone, the area now an endless sea of interwoven canyons, as far as the eye could see. She turned in a full circle, her arms extended to maintain her balance as the wind picked up, buffeting her from all sides.  
 
    No. 
 
    Everything looked the same around them. Red rock canyons, a twisting, spiderwebbing maze with no beginning nor end. And they were in the middle of it. Wait. There was something else. It was almost as if the pattern of canyons were swirling around some central core, a space in the middle that appeared to be empty, like a big circle. 
 
    “Do you see that?” she asked no one in particular.  
 
    “Yes,” Miranda said, following her gaze. “It’s like a hole in the rock. Perhaps we’ve been going about this all wrong. It’s not an entrance into the mountain we should be looking for…” 
 
    “But an entrance into the ground,” Vee finished. Oh great, we’re finishing each other’s sentences now? Vee and Em. Best friends forever. 
 
    Miranda nodded. “Could be. Getting to it could take hours. This place is a maze.” 
 
    Vee couldn’t disagree. Her heart was still beating too fast and she felt the first signs of panic begin to set in. She took a deep breath and counted to ten. Clearly, she was missing something. Clearly, she was overreacting. The abrupt change from day to night and back again, followed by the strenuous climb and death of one of Miranda’s soldiers, had addled her mind.  
 
    She refocused, following the path of the canyon back to the broader area between the walls, where Frank had landed the starship.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The starship was gone, along with Dacre’s rig. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Miranda uttered another curse under her breath. Vee had almost muttered something similar thirty seconds earlier.  
 
    Confound this blasted planet! she thought.  
 
    Breathe. Breathe, she reminded herself. Think.  
 
    My implant! “Frank,” she said. “Do you copy?” 
 
    The cat had either turned off his comm system or was in a deep sleep, dreaming of chasing mice or catching his own tail or whatever it was that cat wizards dreamed of.  
 
    There was another possibility too, but Vee didn’t want to consider it just yet.  
 
    “He’s not answering,” Vee said when Miranda looked a question at her. “Maybe the canyons are screwing with the connection.” 
 
    Miranda nodded, though they both knew it was a flimsy excuse. Her line of sight was as good as it was going to get from up here, and the connection down in the canyons—where it should’ve been worse—had been crystal clear.  
 
    Think, she urged herself again. There had to be something they hadn’t considered. This place. The people who lived here. The Gremolins.  
 
    The answer was so obvious she felt stupid for not realizing it sooner. “It’s a spell,” she said. Miranda looked at her, brow furrowed. “All of it. The blocked tunnel. The day/night thing. The missing starship. The disappearing mountain range. We’re being messed with. By the Grems.” 
 
    “How can you be certain?” 
 
    “I’m not, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. It’s not like we got so turned around we don’t know which way we came from. We stopped at the blocked tunnel, went to the west-facing wall, and climbed. That means our starship should be”—she pointed where the empty canyon lay still and silent—“there.” 
 
    “But it’s not.” 
 
    “Our eyes deceive us. It’s still there. It has to be. Whatever spell the Grems cast is clouding us somehow. Our vision or our minds, or both.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a spell like that.” 
 
    “Me neither, but that doesn’t mean it’s not possible. No one knows much about the Gremolins. Who knows what crazy magic they’ve been cooking up for the last thousand years or so.” 
 
    “Okay,” Miranda said. “So we backtrack. We go where our ship should be.” 
 
    “And then what? Wait for Dacre and his posse to return to their rig?” It wasn’t the worst idea in the galaxy. 
 
    “Exactly. They’ll have to come back sometime.” 
 
    “Terry? Minnow?” Vee asked. “Head to the starship or try to get to that big blank space in the canyons over there? What’s your vote?” She pointed to where the middle of the spiraling vortex of canyons continued to wait patiently. 
 
    Her two compatriots had been strangely silent since they’d reached the top of the cliffs. Minnow especially, his face darker than usual from the toll the climb had taken on him. Minots are not made for climbing, he’d grunted more than once on the way up. Terry had muttered a few indistinguishable words in Chameleot but offered nothing else. He didn’t look tired in the least; the opposite of Minnow, his slender body and sticky, padded fingers were made for defying gravity.  
 
    Minnow said, “I’ve got no clue.” With an exaggerated motion, he turned his canteen upside down and shook it. Not even a single drop fell from the spout. “But if we don’t get more water soon, we’re all burnt toast. Literally.” 
 
    Terry said, “I don’t know if this is magic or not. But the Minot is right. I’ll dry out even faster than you lot. My body isn’t made for hot, dry climates.” 
 
    “It’s settled then,” Vee said. “We head back to the last known position of the starship. If it’s cloaked somehow, we’ll soon find out.” 
 
    The only problem was: the starship wasn’t cloaked.  
 
    When they finally arrived back in the original canyon, they were exhausted and worn out from their harrowing climb back down the cliff face.  
 
    They walked back and forth a dozen times across the width of the canyon. There were no bloodstains from the fight Dacre’s crew had with the monsters. No monster corpses.  
 
    And no starship.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dacre and the others stuck to the shadowy spaces close to the canyon walls. Night fell again. Then day. Alternating every couple of hours. Then every hour. Then every thirty minutes.  
 
    “Is it just me, or are the days getting shorter?” Coffee said.  
 
    “It’s just you,” Dacre said, though he’d started timing the day/night changes as soon as he realized they were speeding up. The last one was twenty-one minutes. The previous one had been thirty-two. The one before that? Forty-Five.  
 
    Like a countdown.  
 
    Maybe it means we’re getting closer to the end, Kukk’uk clicked.  
 
    Yeah, Dacre thought. That sounded right. But the end of what? 
 
    Day again. Twelve minutes, Dacre thought.  
 
    Night. Six minutes. 
 
    Day. Two minutes. 
 
    The canyon curled to the left, almost a full hook, which limited forward visibility to only ten-square-meter slices at a time, like pieces of a pie slowly being fitted together to make a whole.  
 
    And then the whole pie was revealed past an arched entrance, a rainbow of stone crossing overhead from one canyon wall to the other. The face of the arch was carved into recognizable images. Screaming mouths full of razor-sharp teeth. Dozens of them.  
 
    A warning: Turn back now.  
 
    Or else.  
 
    Night fell like a dropped blade. One minute, Dacre thought. 
 
    “I’m game, are you?” Coffee said.  
 
    “Why not? We’ve gone this far,” Dacre replied, trying to joke away the sense of foreboding he felt in every cell of his body.  
 
    In a tight line, the group stepped beneath the arch and the world changed.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Staying in one place was pointless, Vee knew. They would die of dehydration well before starvation. Or the monsters would find them first and speed up the whole dying thing.  
 
    So they walked, no one speaking, heading in what they believed was the right direction to reach that strange empty space in the canyons they’d seen from the top of the rock wall. It was an objective, at least. Better than walking aimlessly, without direction. 
 
    From within the bowels of the canyons, navigation was difficult. Every twist and turn in the trail felt like a new code that needed to be deciphered. For all Vee knew, they had hair-pinned back around and were now traveling further and further away from their goal. Somehow, however, she knew that wasn’t the case. And as the days got shorter and shorter, and the nights shorter still, the planet seemed to be sending them a message: 
 
    You’re close. Don’t stop. Come on. Find me. 
 
    But then they saw it. Terry, with his keen eyesight, spotted it first—the carved arch leading into the empty space nestled amongst the canyons. One by one, they stopped.  
 
    Night turned to day. 
 
    Vee said, “They went this way,” finally noticing the footprints on the ground before them, something they must’ve missed while their eyes were constantly readjusting to the alternating periods of light and dark.  
 
    The footprints spurred her on and she ran as day turned to night, hearing the others fall in behind her.  
 
    The canyon walls whipped past and then the arch carved with monstrous, howling faces flashed by overhead. And then— 
 
    She saw him just as day turned to night turned to day.  
 
    And blinked. 
 
    And he was gone. 
 
    Night. 
 
    Day. 
 
    Night.  
 
    For just a moment he had been there and no time had passed, and they hadn’t ruined each other, their whole lives spread out before them like an unfurled banner, and his eyes were full of surprise and something else—Vee wanted to believe it was what she felt, hope—and then he was gone.  
 
    Vanished, like he’d been nothing but an apparition.  
 
    “Dacre?” Vee said. And then louder: “Dacre!” 
 
    It was still night, and the darkness finally seemed to be holding, except the godstar was still visible in the sky, sheened with crimson armor but not bright enough to usher in the daylight, as if it was covered by a thin blanket, only strong enough to illuminate the ground, casting haloes at her feet.  
 
    There was no response except the wind picking up, howling through the empty space in the canyons, whipping up dirt and creating tiny dust devils.  
 
    The ground began to shake.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The moment Dacre and his posse stepped beneath the arch, the empty space had been filled. Not with structures or things, but with people.  
 
    Grems, he thought, seeing the hundreds of hunched over natives set in a line before him. Not a line, he realized. A circle.  
 
    “Are you seeing this?” he asked. The daylight had held this time, the red godstar so bright he was forced to shield his eyes.  
 
    Coffee said, “Seeing what?” but when Dacre glanced at him he could tell the man was joking, his eyes filled with the same wide wonder he knew his own were.  
 
    The scuff of running footsteps dragged him away from the spectacle for a moment, and then— 
 
    She was there.  
 
    Impossible, his mind told him even as his eyes drank her in. Storm-gray eyes that seemed to burn with a single-minded intensity. A lithe but muscular physique, a product of the rigid physical training in the Academy, something she must’ve maintained in the years since the time they spent together there. Everything was different about her. Everything was the same. 
 
    Verity Toya, the girl he had loved. The girl he still loved. The girl forbidden to him, his punishment as severe a penalty as death would be.  
 
    And then she was gone, leaving only the faintest cloud of dust where her feet had been, each individual mote visible in the bright light. 
 
    He took a faltering step forward, reaching out as if he still might be able to touch her.  
 
    What are you doing? Kukk’uk clicked sharply. 
 
    Dacre shook his head. His mind was clearly playing tricks on him, the stress of the situation intensifying his own regrets. He turned around and, once more, forgot about Vee. 
 
    The scene before him was enough of a distraction. The Gremolin circle was massive. He’d originally estimated their number in the hundreds, but now he realized he’d underestimated. There were thousands, each wearing a dark, hooded cloak that hid their bodies and feet. Their backs were to him, their faces turned inward toward the center of the circle.  
 
    They began to chant, a low, guttural sound almost like a series of barks.  
 
    “What now?” Coffee hissed. 
 
    Kukk’uk clicked a command and his soldiers drew their weapons.  
 
    Dacre rolled his eyes. “Put those away. If this becomes a fight, they won’t help anyway.” He knew even half a dozen Grems would wield enough magic to decimate them. No, if there was still a way to accomplish their goal, it wouldn’t be through violence. Except maybe as a last resort.  
 
    Kukk’uk narrowed her dark eyes and then gave the order. Dart guns slid back into hip holsters.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Coffee asked. The chanting grew more intense, the voices raised perfectly in sync with each other.  
 
    “Say hello,” Dacre said, taking a step forward. “Introduce ourselves. See if we can borrow a cup of sugar. They’re your neighbors, after all. Be neighborly.” 
 
    As it turned out, Dacre didn’t need to be the one to break the ice, for just as he took his second step, the thousands in the circle turned as one, facing outward. And all eyes within view focused immediately on him, or so it felt.  
 
    At the same time, the Grems began to trace spells in the air with gnarled, crooked fingers. Glyphs. Their barking continued as they drew, growing louder, filled with what sounded like malevolence.  
 
    Something wasn’t right. Dacre could feel it like he might detect a coming storm in the raised hairs on the back of his neck. “Wait here,” he said, and started running.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The wind whipped around Vee, throwing her hair into her face.  
 
    “What the Hole is happening?” Minnow shouted, catching up to her. His large hand was thrust in front of his face to protect his eyes from the swarms of dust in the air. Terry arrived next but was thrown from his feet as the ground shook harder, seeming to buck and roll under their feet. Vee barely managed to maintain her own balance by pressing a palm to the ground. Through the layer of dirt, she could feel the tremors more sharply, her own bones beginning to rattle beneath her skin. She tried to respond to Minnow’s question, but her teeth chattered violently and almost took off her tongue.  
 
    “Something’s coming!” Miranda managed to shout. She and the other Centaurians had drawn weapons and were aiming toward the nothingness, as if at any moment enemies might materialize from the dust itself.  
 
    The monsters with the mouths and teeth, Vee thought. Is this what happened to Dacre and the Jackals? 
 
    She managed to draw her own mag-pistol, feeling the thrum of magic through her veins.  
 
    The ground exploded beneath her.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    With reckless abandon, Dacre charged through the line of Grems, bashing between two of them. They sprawled to the ground on either side, their hoods flying back to reveal their gnarled faces. Their eyes were rolled back in their heads, their fingers continuing to trace complicated glyphs in time with the others.  
 
    But that wasn’t what drew Dacre’s attention. It was the other Gremolins scattered on the ground before him. Some lay on their backs in straight lines, while others were on their sides, curled like commas and question marks. Still others had their arms or legs extended at various angles at either side.  
 
    The one common thread was that they were interconnected—head to feet, hands to feet, feet to feet—in such a way that to most would seem random, but which to a mage was anything but.  
 
    A glyph, Dacre’s instincts told him, though he’d never heard of such a thing. It certainly wasn’t something they’d learned at the Academy, nor as a Centaurian child being groomed to become a spy. Even if he had the ability to fly like some mages did, he wasn’t certain he’d be able to identify the nature of the glyph these Grems were forming with their bodies, the pattern as complex as the twisting, turning threads of a master weaver’s blanket.  
 
    The Grems on the ground began to glow, the lines and curves of the enormous glyph coming to life even as the air-drawn symbols formed by each of the individual Grems in the circle appeared before them, hovering in a rainbow of colors.  
 
    Dacre was frozen, unable to comprehend what was happening. What spell could possibly require this many mages? Were they planning to execute some sort of an attack on the Alliance? And if so, was there any hope left that he could still complete his mission?  
 
    To his surprise, a Grem appeared from within the giant glyph, not so much stepping over bodies as gliding past them, its feet, hidden beneath the folds of its thick, dark cloak, never touching the ground.  
 
    It stopped before Dacre, its face shrouded by the shadows of its hood. The words it spoke were foreign to Dacre, but his implant translated them. At long last. Dacre Avvalon. Centaurian. 
 
    He froze. His identity had never been revealed to him with such candor. Black Hole, it had never been revealed at all, save in his private quarters of the Academy, as he and Miranda had argued that final time, just before the world had been swept out from underneath him.  
 
    “You know who—what—I am?” 
 
    Yes. Our magic is powerful and far-reaching. If the Alliance knew the extent, they would’ve destroyed our planet—and us—long ago. We have tracked your progress for many years. All the Centaurians’ progress.  
 
    Dacre was stunned by the revelation, so much so that he barely noticed as the massive glyph brightened further, the lights of the multitude of hovering glyphs pouring into it from a thousand sides, a thousand spokes of light scything through the air around him. “You knew about us?” 
 
    Of course. We have closed ourselves off for as many years as you’ve been in our galaxy, plotting against us. But your aura is changed. You are not what we expected you to be. You are not like the others. 
 
    Dacre finally noticed the joining of the glyphs. He could sense the climax was coming, that penultimate moment between preparation and release, when a spell would coalesce into what it was meant to be. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Stopping your people. Destroying them. We will use what is left of our own aura to do it.  
 
    “By the godstars,” Dacre murmured, watching as tendrils of light began to wisp away from the main glyph, joining together above them, forming a barrel of energy. Building up, focusing. Rocks shot from the nearby cliffs, joining the energy. Spiraling, missing each other by bare centimeters as they whipped themselves into a frenzy.  
 
    Yes, the Grem mage said. The godstars. Their living blood. The old ways have been lost to many. But not to us. This is the only way to stop your people. 
 
    “What about your mag-weapon? The one the Alliance has been searching for?” 
 
    Technology, nothing more. Do you think a piece of tech can outperform a mage-glyph? 
 
    Until now, Dacre didn’t even know there was such a thing as a mage-glyph. “I have a prime artifact and access to a significant store of pure aura. And I am Centaurian.” 
 
    The Grem finally pushed back its hood and Dacre was surprised to find a kindly-looking face wearing a thin smile. Its eyes were shadowed and sunken, its face pale and pocked. But it wasn’t grotesque, like he expected. It doesn’t matter. The spell is finished. We will know one way or another soon enough.  
 
    The Grem turned to watch, and Dacre followed its gaze to the growing knot of energy, which now crackled with lightning around the edges. Larger boulders had joined the fray, spinning at great speeds. Next were chunks the size of starships, the caps of entire mountains. The planet itself was coming apart to be used by its masters. And then— 
 
    It all shot forth with the speed of a starship leaping into hyperspace, an unbroken column of blue-white energy and chunks of rock and earth that split the sky and the atmosphere and then space into two separate sections.  
 
    Anything in its path would’ve been disintegrated on contact, and from the direction of its path and the sound he heard from outside the circle—the shout of a man—he knew what was in its path: Coffee’s Alley.  
 
    The knot of energy flared away, too, taking the spell with it like the long tail of a comet disappearing into the void.  
 
    Dacre stared, thinking of his people in Demonstrous, not a care in the world, feeling as invincible as ever as they roamed across the universe, destroying at will, taking from those too weak to stop them.  
 
    Do they know what’s coming? Or are they so arrogant and ignorant to even fathom that there might be a force more powerful than they are? 
 
    The rest of the Gremolins had stopped chanting, peeling back their hoods. Those that had formed the glyph on the ground stood up. All heads were craned skyward, watching, waiting.  
 
    Ten seconds passed. Then another ten.  
 
    Coffee’s strangled cry had faded away long ago. Silence ruled.  
 
    A line of light appeared, so faint and distant it might’ve not been discernible if they hadn’t known where to look. It widened, forming a sheet of blue-white, rounded at the edges. It faded, faded and was gone.  
 
    Dacre frowned. He hadn’t known what to expect, but not that. A fireball, an explosion, a sound like thunder, the flash of an entire world, an entire species, being decimated. Something more. 
 
    Which was why he knew the truth even before the Grem spoke it aloud: 
 
    Failure. 
 
    Dacre felt a sudden sense of relief so powerful it brought him to his knees. There were tears in his eyes and streaking his cheeks. His breath came in shuddering gasps.  
 
    His creators. His people.  
 
    Yes, he knew they needed to be stopped. And yet the thought of killing them all was too breathtaking to ignore.  
 
    He breathed in, deeply. Opened his mouth, tasting salt on his lips.  
 
    “Time for plan B,” he said.  
 
    The mage’s eyes were sad when he turned to look at him. There was the pain of failure there, and a certain resignation, like it had always suspected it might come to this. The weapon is already on your ship. They will try to stop you. The others. 
 
    Dacre’s heart skipped a beat. “What others?” he asked, though he already knew. Miranda for one. The other forward scouts. And, maybe, one more.  
 
    Her. 
 
    Despite being surrounded by so many Grems, Dacre felt as alone as he’d ever felt, on an island all his own. “I understand. We’ll be careful.” 
 
    The Grem shook his head. No, he said.  
 
    For a split-second, Dacre was confused. Why shouldn’t he be careful? Because time was running out? Because haste was of the essence? 
 
    It hit him like a rocket to the brain. “No,” he said. “Don’t hurt them.” 
 
    We have no choice. Now that we have failed, you cannot. Your quest must be completed. The Keeper of Urkusk is already here. 
 
    Dacre was about to argue. He could tell them how he would talk to the others, negotiate another way out of this mess. Surely Vee, who he now believed he’d really, truly seen, had been deceived by Miranda. She would understand. Of all people, she would understand.  
 
    He never got out a single word of it.  
 
    The Grems vanished. They didn’t fade slowly into obscurity, but just disappeared in the space between blinks. There one moment, gone the next.  
 
    The old ways have been lost to many. But not to us. 
 
    He whirled around, seeing Kukk’uk and Coffee and the others, but no one else. The day turned to night, as still and silent as butterfly wings.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was like a bomb exploding from inside a moonpie, the earth erupting around them, showering them with clods of dirt and piercing their skin with sharp stones. Verity dove backwards, shielding her eyes with her hands. A rush of adrenaline coursed through her, but not because of the exploding ground—because of what had exploded it. She’d caught a quick glimpse of the creature just before she’d leapt back.  
 
    A monster from nightmares. An enormous wormlike creature with a mouth the size of a large cave, surrounded by hundreds—if not thousands—of smaller mouths across the surface of its rough skin.  
 
    The mother monster, Verity realized. That from which the other many-mouthed monsters had been spawned from.  
 
    Miranda was beside her, frozen, the two women cowering beneath the tumultuous onslaught of sod and stone.  
 
    “SHOOT HER!” Minnow yelled, a rocket bursting from his shoulder launcher, fire spewing from its rear.  
 
    The dirt settled, leaving a fine mist in the air. Vee moved her hand from across her face just in time to see the rocket stab into the side of the worm monster, which was reared up like an animal on its hind legs, its thousands of mouths gnashing at the air. There was a dull thump, the explosion muffled by the layers of skin that surrounded the rocket, seeming to fold around it.  
 
    The same skin then burst outward, spraying Vee and the others with sticky green ichor and gore. A deep, oozing gash was left in the monster’s skin and it responded with a ferocious howl before diving back into its burrow and vanishing.  
 
    “By the seven godstars…” Vee murmured. “What was that thing?” 
 
    The earth rumbled, and she was forced to extend her arms to the side like a hoversurfer to maintain her balance.  
 
    “Nothing my launcher couldn’t handle,” Minnow said, casually blowing a tendril of smoke from the barrel of his massive weapon.  
 
    “Don’t be a fool,” Terry said. “She’s gathering reinforcements. Stay on your guard.” The small Chameleot stood in a crouch, both hands gripping small globes that glittered like diamonds. Vee recognized them. Magic-infused grenades. Her friend was full of surprises. 
 
    “Let her come,” Minnow said, bringing his launcher to bear once more. Miranda’s Centaurians had their own weapons raised and at the ready as they scanned the terrain.  
 
    “We need to work together,” Miranda said. “You hit her high and I’ll go low. Fire and wind.” 
 
    Though the thought of teaming up with Miranda left a bitter taste in Vee’s mouth, she couldn’t deny the peril they were in. The rumbling beneath the earth grew louder. “Fine.” She began to trace the glyph for firebeam on her weapon’s spellscreen. The moment she completed the symbol, it glowed purple. Ready. Her finger brushed the edge of the trigger in anticipation. Beside her, Miranda had traced her own glyph, something complicated-looking that was probably known only to galaxy-destroying aliens like she and Dacre.  
 
    The rumbling intensified, the ground swaying now. Several of the Centaurians lost their balance, tumbling over. One of them accidentally pulled his weapon’s trigger, firing a spray of bullets from his railgun, the friendly fire causing his own comrades to dive for cover.  
 
    “Fools!” Miranda spat. “Stay down and don’t hurt yourselves.” 
 
    Minnow had dropped to one knee, aiming in the direction of the original burrow, while Terry had lowered his crouch further, one globe-wielding arm cocked back.  
 
    Vee gripped her mag-pistol with two hands and took aim.  
 
    The attack didn’t come from the front or the back or even around.  
 
    It came from beneath.  
 
    The very ground below them shattered as powerful bodies burrowed through, bashing each of them aside with muscular arms and shoulders. Like the dead monsters they’d seen around Dacre’s star-rig, the creatures had no heads, their bodies writhing with many mouths, each filled with several rows of needlelike teeth. As Vee was knocked to the ground, she felt one such mouth brush against her arm, slashing through her outerwear and piercing her skin. Heat blossomed as blood welled up, but she ignored it, maintaining a firm grip on her weapon as she pulled the trigger.  
 
    The Class 4 spell she’d charged it with was intended to injure a much larger creature, and the many-mouthed monster was no match for it. The beam of purple fire tore through its chest, opening a hole through which she could see its mother explode from the ground once more. Flames licked from both ends of the hole as its dozen or so mouths screamed in agony, the body flopping on the ground and eventually going still as it smoldered.  
 
    Not all the others had been as successful.  
 
    Minnow had managed to get a rocket off, but his aim was knocked off-kilter by the monster that had tackled him at the waist. The rocket shot high in the air, arced, and then exploded in midair, raining sparks and ash across the wasteland. Now the large Minot barely managed to hold the snapping mouths away from his face, his muscles bulging.  
 
    Two of the Centaurians were down, and it was clear there was no hope for them as monster mouths tore into their flesh, their screams fading away into the night.  
 
    Terry had camouflaged himself, but the monster that pursued him wasn’t fooled, diving at his feet and tripping him up. Terry rolled onto his back and threw one of his globes, which happened to enter through one of the creature’s chest mouths before vanishing. The monster stopped, stunned by the turn of events, and for a moment nothing happened. Then bright light shot from all its mouths at once as its skin began to crack, crumbling away like it was made of stone, until nothing was left but a pile of gruesome rubble.  
 
    Nearby, Miranda screamed as a hand mouth tore into her leg, shaking from side to side as it tried to rip her apart. Still, she had the presence of mind to fire her mag-rifle, her air-based spell blasting the creature away, sending it skidding across the terrain by a powerful wind. It slammed into the cliffside and went still.  
 
    Vee fought to her feet just as several other monsters drew themselves from the ground wearing cloaks of crumbling stone and dirt.  
 
    She fired. Again and again, feeling her energy wane with each pull of the trigger. Minnow had managed to extricate himself from his attacker and fire a rocket point-blank into its chest. The explosion pinned him to the ground but vaporized the monster, and when he rose he looked stunned, his skin darker because of the layer of ash, and yet no worse for wear.  
 
    Another two Centaurians had been devoured, and Miranda hobbled on an injured leg, which bled profusely from a bite wound. Still, the rest of the monsters fell one by one, all save for the giant worm, which had slithered to the back of the space, screaming from a thousand nightmarish throats. Each scream was filled with rage and despair as she watched her children perish.  
 
    She reared up once more, a mountain of flesh and teeth and fury.  
 
    And then she slammed to the earth, which shook from the impact, and charged.  
 
    Vee fired, but had hardly anything left in reserve, the aura inside her spent during the initial onslaught. Miranda seemed to have rationed slightly better, and sent a wave of wind toward the worm, slowing the beast slightly, giving Minnow just enough time to fire off what appeared to be his final rocket. Terry simultaneously threw his second globe. The surviving Centaurians fired round after round of energy bullets as well, pocking the worm’s skin without doing any serious damage.  
 
    Minnow’s rocket, as before, was more effective, sinking deep into the monster’s skin and creating a rough gash and another shower of green ichor. This time, however, the worm didn’t run. No, if anything, the injury only pissed it off more.  
 
    It swung its long tail about just as Terry’s shimmering globe reached the peak of its arc, batting it away. The globe landed between two Centaurians and stuck in the ground. The aliens shrank away, but nothing happened. One of them released a breathy laugh just before long spikes burst from the globe, piercing his chest and neck. His partner was equally unlucky, impaled from bellybutton to groin.  
 
    They stood gaping for a moment, their tongues lolling out, and then crumpled.  
 
    “Oops,” Terry said.  
 
    The worm’s tail lashed out once more, this time slamming into Minnow and knocking him askew. Instead of tumbling away, however, he stuck to the worm’s skin, and Vee realized one of the mouths had him by the foot, its teeth piercing his boot. “Ahhh!” he screamed as the monster flung him back and forth through the air as if he weighed no more than Terry.  
 
    Vee raised her weapon to fire off another firebeam but earned only the click-click-click of failure. Her aura reserves were spent. She reached for several capsules of the dark liquid attached to her belt only to find them missing, having been ripped off by the first monster that had attacked her. Now they littered the ground around her feet.  
 
    She scrabbled at them, but they skittered away. Miranda tried to get off another wind spell, but the worm was too quick, jabbing at her with its bulbous head. She flew ass over teakettle, her own mag-weapon slipping from her fingers as she landed hard on her shoulder.  
 
    Desperate, Vee reached for the nearest canister of aura, her fingers finally closing around it. Just as she drew it back, however, the worm thumped down on her arm, one of its mouths snapping viciously. Dozens of teeth pierced her flesh and bone.  
 
    The agony was like nothing she’d ever experienced, shooting through her central nervous system and drawing a gasping cry from the back of her throat.  
 
    The weight of the worm’s thick body pushed its teeth all the way through her arm, a crisscrossing mesh that sent shockwaves through her.  
 
    Somewhere above her, she saw Minnow flopping about helplessly. He was no longer screaming, his eyes closed.  
 
    Her friends were dying. Her old enemies, too. The Centaurians fell one by one. Even the bane of her existence, Miranda, lay still.  
 
    Vee didn’t feel sad or scared. She felt angry. At Dacre for deceiving her and being an overall idiot, causing her to set foot on this godstarsforsaken planet. At the Centaurians for being so heartless to plot to destroy an entire galaxy. At the Alliance for being so blind to not know what was coming.  
 
    She was angry at herself, too, for allowing bad things to happen to her, for feeling sorry for herself when she should’ve been fighting, setting an example for the daughter who knew her only as an older sister.  
 
    But more than any of that, she was angry—no, furious—at this monstrous many-mouthed worm for trying to end her before she could make amends for her many mistakes.  
 
    That fury coalesced inside of her, a bubbling froth that seemed to boil her blood. And then something happened. It had happened once before, the origin still a mystery to her, but now it happened again.  
 
    Aura filled her blood, the power running through her from head to toe even as one arm was being devoured.  
 
    She gritted her teeth and used her other hand to trace a glyph on the worm’s rough skin.  
 
    When she was finished, she let the aura flow through her and into the spell. Not a portion of it, but all of it, a crashing wave that caused the symbol to shine bright purple just before the Class 5 version of a Class 3 spell activated.  
 
    Incinerati. 
 
    Heat swept over her, but she was not burned, her purple flames as harmless to her as a breath of fresh air.  
 
    The worm monster wasn’t so lucky.  
 
    It screamed from a thousand mouths as its skin caught fire, crackling and spitting. The smell of burned meat filled the air as it writhed and howled, its mouths snapping helplessly at nothing but smoke. Minnow fell from one of the mouths, landing with a thump in the chewed-up dirt.  
 
    Vee lay still, what was left of her energy sapped, watching the monster burn, its flesh falling off in long, dry peels, its green blood bubbling and boiling. Millions of teeth fell from the mouths, tinkling to the ground like dropped pins.  
 
    The worm’s body was a blob of burning flesh now, shrinking within itself. Its screaming had stopped as its many airways were filled with smoke and ash. Thick black smoke streamed into the air, forming a heavy cloud that blotted out the stars in the night sky.  
 
    Vee breathed deeply, her eyes closing of their own volition.  
 
    She didn’t sleep, but she wasn’t awake either. Something in between. She heard voices and the thump of footsteps. Someone had survived. That is good. She tried to open her eyes, but they refused, her eyelids as heavy as if weighed down by mighty anchors.  
 
    The acrid smell was so strong now it was all she could focus on. She tried to feel something—anything—on her right side, where she knew her arm was mangled, perhaps severed from her shoulder, perhaps dangling by a thread of tendons and shattered bones.  
 
    She felt nothing. Not pain. Not feeling. Nothing.  
 
    It was as though she were outside her body, a world apart, looking down with blind eyes.  
 
    After what might’ve been hours or days or only seconds—it was impossible to understand the meaning of time—a voice cut through the silence.  
 
    “Vee?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed open and she saw his face. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dacre frowned as he stared at the impression in the dirt. He was almost certain it was a trick of his eyes, or the unnatural night that had fallen once more.  
 
    And yet the outline was that of a body, as if someone had lain in this very spot for so long they’d gouged their imprint into the earth.  
 
    Dacre might’ve been apart from her for four long years, but he’d memorized every inch of her for even longer. “Vee?” he said, just a breath of a word, spoken with a hopefulness he knew he couldn’t allow himself.  
 
    “C’mon,” Coffee said. “We should get back while there’s still time.” 
 
    While the ground had rumbled, Dacre had explained what had happened—what the Grem mage had told him. The Cir’u’non were already leaving the wide circle within the canyons, vanishing mysteriously as they reentered the path they’d taken to get here. But still Dacre lingered, tethered to this spot by a feeling he couldn’t quite describe.  
 
    He touched the dirt, his fingers coming away black. Not with earth or dust, but with ash tinted with purple.  
 
    His breath caught. Impossible. Everything was impossible. If Vee had been here, he would’ve seen her, and not just a trick played by his eyes and memory.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Coffee said, grabbing his arm.  
 
    Dacre let the man pull him up, his eyes taking in that impression in the dirt one last time before he turned away.  
 
    It was the exact size and shape of Verity Toya. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dacre Avvalon disappeared, and when Vee blinked it was only smoke she saw. And then Minnow, who had crawled over to her, dragging one leg behind him. He was splattered with ichor but alive. Terry pushed in beside him. The Chameleot didn’t seem to have sustained an injury.  
 
    “My arm?” Vee said, afraid to look. She knew such damage could be repaired. Bone and skin could be regrown in many cases. If not, prosthetics were almost as good as the real thing, perhaps even better. The Machinists certainly seemed to think so.  
 
    Minnow shook his head, and at first Vee thought the injury was so bad he couldn’t find the words, but then he said, “Your arm is fine.” 
 
    She blinked. “What?” She sat up, feeling weak but not nearly as exhausted as before. She lifted her right arm, which looked much the same as the left, though it was dirtier from being pressed into the ground. There were no teeth marks. Not even puncture wounds. She knew it was impossible, for she had both felt and seen the teeth go through her flesh and bone.  
 
    Miranda stood over her then, clutching her own shoulder, which seemed…off…like it was popped out of its socket. “I’ve heard stories like this before. When a spell healed the caster even as it decimated the mage’s enemies. But I always thought they were just stories.” Vee had too. Such myths were common in magical circles. Dacre had loved to tell them, except he always believed them.  
 
    She noticed her MAG/EXP counter’s reading. 250,001. Vee breathed in and out, just staring at the numbers. Class 4 was no longer lightyears away. Hole, it was suddenly in the same galaxy as she was, just a single jump through hyperspace away.  
 
    I used a class 5 spell, she remembered. At the time, she hadn’t considered the fact that it was a grievous violation of Alliance law, nor that she wasn’t trained or capable of casting such an advanced spell. All she’d felt was fury at the monster for hurting her friends.  
 
    Is that what allowed me to do what I did? The anger? If so, she wasn’t certain how she felt about it. Magic, as the Alliance had always taught, was intended by the godstars to be a benevolent power. Those who strived to use it for evil would be cursed and eventually struck down.  
 
    Vee had never believed such nonsense, but now… 
 
    No, she thought. It’s still nonsense. I did nothing wrong. I protected us. I saved us. 
 
    Still, something gnawed at her, the lessons from the Academy unwilling to release their hold. Something about what she’d done felt wrong and unnatural.  
 
    An urgency filled her, and she stood up, almost falling as the alien world around her spun. Miranda held her steady. “You should rest,” the Centaurian mage said.  
 
    “We need to go. Now.” 
 
    Somehow Vee knew their quarry was escaping. And if they lost Dacre this time, she suspected they might never find him again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART IV 
 
    TWO DAYS UNTIL THE EVENT 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Reunion 
 
      
 
    When Dacre reached the star-rig, the monster corpses were gone.  
 
    Instead, there was a fancy starship, the patchwork metal of recent repairs obvious along one side.  
 
    There was no doubt in his mind: It was the same starship he’d fought, and helped defeat, shortly after they’d made the jump into the Godstar IV system. 
 
    The starship with the fire mage, he thought. And then: Quit being an idiot. It’s not some random fire mage. It’s her.  
 
    They hustled up the gangway the moment it groaned open. Kukk’uk and his soldiers were the first in, followed by Clay Coffee and what was left of his crew. Dacre, however, paused to turn back, tilting his head to the side as he heard a sound. A distant cry. Not a bird or some other wildlife, but human. Like a call. There was another sound, too—footsteps. Running. Chasing. Pursuing.  
 
    Urkusk seemed to tilt on its axis as Dacre finally felt the weight of what rested on his shoulders. The fate of a galaxy, dozens of populated planets, billions of souls. He was being hunted by those who didn’t understand—who might never understand.  
 
    “Dacre?” a voice said, and he saw her. She emerged from behind a curve in the canyon, alone.  
 
    The relief that bloomed in his chest was a force of nature. The Grems hadn’t been able to stop her. Verity Toya was not a woman to be stopped by anyone. 
 
    Anyone, except him, that is.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” she asked, taking a step closer. She was so beautiful. Fiercely so. 
 
    “Vee…” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. Don’t ever call me that.” 
 
    The steel in her tone was heartbreaking, earthshattering. The eyes he’d once felt so comfortable staring into were cold, protected by impenetrable tritonium shields. 
 
    “Vee…you’re here with Miranda, right? She found you and asked you to help her save the galaxy?” Dacre knew his fellow spy’s tactics. Miranda played on emotions because she was a woman without feelings herself. She’d broken him once, but he couldn’t let her do it again.  
 
    “I know everything, Dacre. You don’t have to hide anymore.” 
 
    “Vee, I’m not what you think I am.” 
 
    “I know. You’re worse. I’d rather you’d cheated on me than plotted the extermination of my whole world.” 
 
    “I’m trying to help!” Dacre said, hating that he lost his cool so quickly. But the thought of this woman he’d once cared deeply about thinking so little of him…it vibrated through him like a struck bell. 
 
    She took a step closer, and he noticed she couldn’t even look him in the eye, her gaze rolling past his shoulder and skyward. She hates me. “I don’t believe you. You’re working with terrorists. You stole a prime artifact and enough pure aura to destroy a planet. And now you’re here…for what?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you everything.” Dacre hated that he couldn’t.  
 
    Vee laughed, but the sound was full of scorn, so different to the laugh he’d once sought with his own wit. He could still taste her in his memories, but even they were fading into this new life. “Even now you can’t be honest with me. Even now you are a stranger.” Dacre opened his mouth to say something, anything to repair the rift between them, the snapped cords that had once held them together. But she rushed on before he could voice a single syllable. “I already know about the mag-weapon. You have it, don’t you?” 
 
    Dacre hadn’t seen it, but he believed what the Grem mage had said. He nodded. “Vee, you can’t stop what is coming, but I can.” It gnawed at him—the need to tell her the truth, everything. Why didn’t he? Was it a need to protect her? Was it because he hadn’t wanted her to know the truth about him, what he was, what he’d been sent here to do?  
 
    Suddenly all the reasons not to tell her felt faded and worn. Lies to himself. He opened his mouth, prepared to finally deliver the truth he should’ve entrusted her with all those years ago in the Academy.  
 
    Vee shook her head before he could speak, once more refusing to meet his eyes. He paused, studying her. This new Vee was an enigma to him. She spoke so differently. Looked different—harder, more confident. Not in a bad way. Just a different way. Life as an intragalactic security guard turned bounty hunter had made her fiercer. She had new layers he wished he would have a chance to peel back.  
 
    But that was a fantasy and… 
 
    Wait. 
 
    He focused, pushing away all the shared memories and regrets and feelings. He searched the visual and audio clues and the furtive glances over his shoulder and he knew. Though Vee was different, at least part of this entire conversation was a charade, intended to stall him. Which meant he was out of time. He wanted to tell her the truth, but it couldn’t be now, not when saving her was the only thing he had left. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Vee,” he said. “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said, taking a quick-step forward, urgency in her tone. 
 
    “May we meet again in the stars.” 
 
    Dacre backed quickly into the star-rig and jammed the heel of his palm onto the door-closing button, watching the love of his life vanish once more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Flight 
 
      
 
    “Dammit,” Vee said, running toward the star-rig just as Miranda appeared atop the cliff. As they’d planned, the Centaurian ex-spy had climbed while Vee had distracted Dacre. They’d left Minnow with his injured leg to hobble along behind.  
 
    Before Miranda had begun to climb, she’d injected two large vials of aura directly into her vein, and now she looked strong and prepared, hefting her mag-rifle up and beginning a glyph on her spellscreen.  
 
    No! Vee wanted to shout, because despite the mental and emotional wall she’d erected before seeing Dacre again, his words had cut her to the quick. She wanted to believe him, even if she knew every word was a lie. Nothing else made sense.  
 
    The star-rig began to rumble, its engines firing.  
 
    Miranda aimed her weapon, the barrel glinting in the starlight.  
 
    The spell was almost invisible, the small silver edge giving it away, a rush of air that was meant to ground the star-rig so they could breach its hull and take down its occupants.  
 
    But something was off.  
 
    Instead of slamming into the rig’s roof and holding it down, the wind buffeted its tail—the tank—where the liquid aura was stored. The force was so powerful that the massive magium-coated rig began to turn. Because of the magic-proof metal, the rig couldn’t be breached by a spell, but it could be moved.  
 
    She’s going to slam it into the cliffs, Vee realized with a start.  
 
    Which, she knew, would likely cause an explosion that would kill everyone inside the rig. Aura hummed through her veins and she raised her hand—there was no time to draw her weapon and, inexplicably, she no longer needed it. The symbol she drew was a quick and dirty one, but perfection was the last thing on her mind.  
 
    The jet of purple flame that erupted from her fingertip was thin and weak and wouldn’t do serious damage, but it was enough.  
 
    Miranda Petros yelped as she fell back, dropping her mag-rifle, the rush of air disappearing instantly.  
 
    Vee watched as the rig righted itself, lifting slowly into the air. Dust and heat washed over her as the engines pushed it skywards. And then, with a burst, it was gone, a speck of light rocketing away.  
 
    Gone.  
 
    Atop the cliffs, Miranda clambered to her feet. The look she gave Vee was scathing.  
 
    At least Terry got inside, Vee thought, which had been the backup plan. While she’d spoken to Dacre, she’d watched the nearly invisible ripple of air as her old friend had darted up the gangway and slipped inside.  
 
    “You ever try to kill one of my friends again,” Vee said, firing her own hard stare back at Miranda, “and I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    With that said, she headed back through the canyons to find Minnow. They needed to get back to their starship and resume their pursuit.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    A spy for a spy 
 
      
 
    The color of Terry’s body adjusted easily as he transitioned from the long corridor to the control room. By this point in his life, he was an expert at disguise, and yet smart enough to know he needed to be extra careful. The Jackals might be violent bastards, but they also had very good eyes.  
 
    His only advantage was that they didn’t yet know he was here, an advantage he planned to maintain as long as possible. 
 
    His chest became a glowing screen as he slunk past a control panel, his eyes never leaving the Jackal at the ropes. Beyond the view window, the dark reaches of space beckoned him. Inside, there were half a dozen Jackals and a group of misfits who seemed to be led by a gruff-looking man who was inspecting a large machine that looked out of place where it rested in the center of the floor.  
 
    And then there was Dacre Avvalon—the man who’d caused irreparable emotional harm to Vee. Terry tamped down the urge to sneak up behind and strangle him, if only because he knew he wouldn’t be able to squeeze the life out of the solid man before one of the Jackals or criminals stopped him. No, he would bide his time and then strike like a viper.  
 
    “It don’t look like a weapon,” one of the rough-looking crew members said. He was a Grobnik. Terry was no bigot, but he’d never met a Grob he liked.  
 
    “You’ve seen many Grem mag-weapons?” the leader said, raising a patronizing eyebrow. He ran a hand over the side. “The craftsmanship is…unique. There are no seams. No way of taking it apart to see what’s inside.” 
 
    Dacre stepped forward, blinking twice and seeming to emerge from a haze. “Do you think it will work?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “I don’t have a clue. But what other choice do we have?” 
 
    The Jackal at the helm clicked something that sounded like a rebuke, though Terry was no expert in the rough language.  
 
    “The Academy will fall,” Dacre said. “One way or another. And then the Alliance. Nothing has changed. Get us to Jarnum.” 
 
    The Jackal’s sharp beak pressed together, and its eyes narrowed, but then it twisted the ropes, which brightened in response. The ship hummed slightly, its engines cycling more rapidly.  
 
    No, not its engines, Terry thought. Its hyperdrive.  
 
    He hurried along the wall and out of the control room, heading for where he suspected the engine room would be. If there was one thing he knew, it was how to sabotage a rig’s hyperdrive.  
 
    There were many things Vee didn’t know about him, most of it from the time before he’d arrived on Archimedes. Yes, his time as a space pirate would serve him well now.  
 
    His head swiveled back and forth as his hand hovered over the button to open the door marked ENGINE. A sound gave him pause, and probably saved him, because just then a Jackal emerged from the far end of the hallway, its wings allowing it to hover and move toward him almost soundlessly. Almost. It was the displacement of air his keen ears had picked up. Completely motionless, he held his breath and waited until the Jackal had passed and disappeared into the control room.  
 
    He pressed the button and slipped inside, his large eyes easily able to see in the darkness, glossy with night shine. The door closed, and he faced the hyperdrive.  
 
    He cracked his knuckles and then got to work.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Sabotage 
 
      
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Dacre asked, growing more anxious by the second. He didn’t want to spend another minute in this godstar system, especially now that he understood the raw power wielded by the Gremolins. If they changed their minds and wanted their weapon back, all they’d need to do is form a glyph in the dirt with their bodies inside their creepy mage circle and they could hurtle entire mountains at their star-rig. Then again, after the last powerful spell they’d conjured, he suspected they might need to rest for a long time.  
 
    Kukk’uk clicked out a rebuke. Patience! The hyperdrive is charging. A rig isn’t a toy. A few more minutes and we’ll be ready to jump.  
 
    Dacre sighed and turned away, once more inspecting the strange weapon. Anything to take his mind off his conversation with Vee. He couldn’t help replaying it in his head, however. She’d distracted him, allowing Miranda to gain a position of strength, preventing them from lifting off. But then… 
 
    She helped us. He’d watched it all in the viewscreen, how Vee had fired a spell at Miranda and given them just enough time to lift off and escape.  
 
    Why? Now Dacre was analyzing everything she’d said, whether any of it was true or just meant to keep him talking. If so, why would she help them in the end?  
 
    He feared for her, too. Miranda was not a woman to be trifled with, as he’d learned himself. That was one of the main reasons he’d made only half-hearted attempts to reunite with Vee after their fallout. For her own protection.  
 
    Fat lot of good that did, he thought. Despite his efforts, she was in more danger than she probably understood, practically sharing a bed with a venomous viper.  
 
    She can take care of herself, he thought, simultaneously realizing he was still lost in his own thoughts and that Clay Coffee was staring at him.  
 
    “What?” Dacre said.  
 
    Coffee shook his head. “I asked you a question.” 
 
    “Can you repeat it?” 
 
    “I already did. Three times.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’ve got a lot on my mind.” 
 
    Coffee flicked a surreptitious glance toward General Kukk’uk, who was watching the hyperdrive’s progress on the screen. 88%...89%... “Like what?” Coffee lowered his voice such that only Dacre would be able to hear it. “Saving the world?” 
 
    “Shh,” Dacre said. 
 
    Coffee chuckled and made a face that Dacre thought said, Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. 
 
    “Why are you still here anyway?” Dacre asked.  
 
    “To ensure you don’t cheat me. Trillions of Vectors, remember? A deal is a deal.” 
 
    Dacre sensed something off in the man’s tone. That’s when he remembered the path of the Grem’s massive spell. “Look, I’m sorry about the asteroid field. I know it was your—” 
 
    “Livelihood? Home? It was a prison. An addiction. Its destruction was good for the galaxy. And for me. I only wish I could’ve warned all those people.” 
 
    Despite the certainty in the man’s words, Dacre sensed the falsehood. “So you’re not just here for the money?” 
 
    “What? I can’t be a hero too?” 
 
    “You’re homeless.” 
 
    “That has no bearing on my decision. Well, maybe a little.” 
 
    Dacre managed a chuckle. Although he knew Coffee was the scoundrel of all scoundrels, he quite enjoyed his company. It was sure as Hole better than the Cir’u’non, except maybe General Kukk’uk. “You’ll get your Vectors. I promise you. Enough to build a whole new asteroid field with a defense system that will keep Alliance inspectors out for eons to come.” 
 
    Coffee opened his mouth to respond, but clamped it shut when the rig made a strange sound, a clank clank clank that drew a curse from Kukk’uk. The hyperdrive image on the status screen now showed 0% with the word “MALFUNCTION” flashing in bright red letters.  
 
    “What happened?” Dacre asked.  
 
    I don’t know, Kukk’uk clicked. But it’s not good. He twisted the ropes into auto-pilot position and then stepped down from the pedestal. Dacre and Coffee followed him from the control room and down the corridor to the engine block. The door opened soundlessly, darkness spilling from inside. Kukk’uk switched on the lights with one of her claws and clicked something that Dacre’s implant couldn’t translate but which sounded like a curse.  
 
    Smoke curled up from the hyperdrive, which was a mess of severed wires and mangled mechanisms.  
 
    “That’s a Hole of a malfunction,” Coffee noted. 
 
    It’s no malfunction, Kukk’uk clicked. This is sabotage. We have an intruder in our midst. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Spell it out for me 
 
      
 
    After helping Minnow to the med-bay so the med-bot could get to work, Vee made her way into the control room to find Frank. 
 
    Empty. The control ropes were covered in cat fur, but there was no feline wizard in residence. 
 
    He’s a cat, Vee thought. Cats like to sleep. He’s probably on one of the beds. 
 
    She checked. He wasn’t.  
 
    Just as she was heading back to the control room to conduct a more thorough search, Miranda stormed up the gangway. There was a hole burned in her outerwear, tinged purple around the edges. “You bitch!” she said, murder in her eyes.  
 
    She tried to grab Vee, but she twisted away, hooking a leg behind the woman’s knee and using her momentum to slam her to the ground. Face to face with the Centaurian, she said, “I’m really not in the mood.” 
 
    “We had him,” Miranda said, her lips contorting into a snarl. “And you let him get away. No, worse than that. You helped him. You’ve doomed us all.” 
 
    “Have I?” Vee said. 
 
    Miranda frowned. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Vee shoved off her and rose to her feet. “Dacre implied you’ve been lying to me.” 
 
    “And you believe him?” 
 
    Vee didn’t believe anyone. Well, except Minnow and Terry. And Terry was somewhere in space, their only hope left to catch up with Dacre and the Jackals. “I didn’t say that. But I don’t believe you either.” 
 
    “I told you—” 
 
    “I know what you told me. But you’ve also lied to me a dozen times in my life, most of them recently. You’ve been using me from the start, do you deny it?” 
 
    “Yes. Well, no.” Miranda’s tone softened. “I know I’ve done bad things. But for the right reasons. I swear it on the godstars.” 
 
    “Not on your precious mothership? The Demonstrous?” 
 
    Miranda hung her head. “Once, yes. Not anymore. I’m not that person anymore.” 
 
    “I should send you out an airlock, but you’d only land in the dirt. I can’t find our damn pilot.” Vee strode away, back toward the control room. She heard Miranda give chase. 
 
    “Vee…” 
 
    “Stop. I need to think. And I need to find Frank Stallone.” 
 
    In the control room, she searched the nooks and crannies, anywhere a cat might curl up for a long sleep. Thankfully, Miranda helped her silently. They met back in the middle of the room, scratching their heads. “The bunks?” Miranda said.  
 
    “Already checked. And the med-bay only has Minnow and the bot.” 
 
    “Ask the A.I.” 
 
    Vee felt foolish for not thinking of it herself. The starship was in rest mode, but a simple command to, “Wake up, Layla,” caused the screens to flash on and the control ropes to glow blue.  
 
    “Where’s Frank?” she asked.  
 
    Howdy, ya’ll. He’s here. He’s been nippin’ fer the last few hours. Nippin’ and nappin’. 
 
    “What the Hole does that mean?” Miranda asked, stealing the question right from Vee’s lips.  
 
    Catnip. He said he was bored, so he raided his stash. 
 
    “By the godstars,” Vee muttered.  
 
    A groaning rawrrrr emerged from somewhere above, followed by a throaty chuckle.  
 
    Vee looked at Miranda. “The mage seat,” they said at the same time. Vee was the first to clamber up the ladder, peeking over the edge to find Frank on his back in the mage seat, stretching. His eyes were lazy and unfocused.  
 
    “You’re back,” he drawled. “Took you long enough.” 
 
    “We have to leave. Now.” 
 
    “Humans,” the once-human said. “Always in a hurry. Gimme a few hours and I’ll be right as acid rain.” 
 
    “We don’t have a few hours,” Miranda growled, barging in beside Vee. “Now get your mangy cat ass to the control ropes before I throw you there by your tail.” 
 
    Frank winced, snapping onto all fours. His eyes weren’t focused exactly, but they were sharper now, his retinas shrinking. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Vee glanced at Miranda, then said, “It’s not important, we need to—” 
 
    “Spell it out for me.” 
 
    “Frank, seriously, there’s no time for—” 
 
    “Cast the info my way.” 
 
    Oh godstars, he’s making bad puns. Can this get any worse? “Frank.” 
 
    “Vee.” 
 
    “There was a worm monster. A big one. Lots of mouths trying to eat us. Minnow got chomped on. Now the big worm is dead. Satisfied?” 
 
    “Was that so hard?” 
 
    Vee rolled her eyes. “C’mon.” 
 
    Miranda slid down the ladder and Vee followed. Frank jumped down with one leap, landing on all four paws and bounding away, retaking his position at the pilot’s controls. The engines droned to life a few seconds later. “Where’s Terry?” he said, looking around. “Got chomped too?” 
 
    Vee shook her head. “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    “He might be on a ship carrying a powerful Grem weapon full of Jackals and outlaws and a certain ex-fiance of mine headed for godstars know where, Hole-bent on destroying us all.” 
 
    “Might be?” 
 
    “Assuming he hasn’t been discovered and shot in the face with an aura-laced dart.” 
 
    “You know what they say about those who assume,” Frank said, watching one of the viewscreens, which displayed the takeoff area set before them. From where Vee was standing, it looked to be about two hundred meters too short for a starship, which didn’t have the fancy vertical thrusters used by Dacre’s rig to blast straight up.  
 
    “Can you turn around and takeoff in the other direction?” Vee asked. 
 
    The A.I. interjected before Frank could answer. No more than a pig can resist a mud bath. The canyon’s width is shorter’n a line for a veggie burger at a backyard barbecue. 
 
    “All you had to say was ‘we can’t turn around’,” Miranda said. She had her mag-rifle out and was beginning to take it apart for cleaning.  
 
    We cain’t turn ’round, the A.I. twanged. 
 
    If anything, the A.I.’s new accent was worse than the last, something Vee wouldn’t have believed was possible. “So what’s the plan, Frank?” she asked.  
 
    Frank seemed to be playing with the control ropes, batting at them with his paws. Without looking at her, he said, “Strap in and pray to every godstar you know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Caught 
 
      
 
    Terry watched from the shadows. Not that he needed to. He could be caught in the brightest of lights and he would only become the color of light, fading into the background. His custom-made clothes, which were wired into his body via a port in the back of his neck that all Chameleots had implanted when they were seven, changed color with him. Only someone who knew to look for him—and how to look for him—would be able to spot him. 
 
    Especially when he wasn’t moving. Like now.  
 
    Still, the Jackals, with their clacking claws and restless wings and surly temperament, made him uneasy. For no reason at all, he held his breath. Logically, he knew his tiny exhalations couldn’t be detected without a special device used at political gatherings attended by the highest-value targets in the Godstar Galaxy. Still, he felt like every breath would give him away. When his chest grew tight, he slowly let the air out and then slowly brought some more in, holding it as long as he could. 
 
    And watching. C’mon c’mon c’mon, he thought. Surely Vee and the others were airborne by now. Any moment they should breach Urkusk’s superheated atmosphere and enter the void of space. He waited for the rig’s warning sirens to blare to life, alerting everyone onboard that they were being pursued.  
 
    Instead, all he heard were curses in three different languages as the crew members tried to repair the damage he’d done to the hyperdrive while others searched the ship. If he’d had more time, he might’ve sabotaged the complicated device beyond repair. As it was, however, he’d been forced to take the quickest approach: pounding it with a wrench and cutting each and every wire he could gain access to.  
 
    Terry was fortunate the ship’s A.I. was a crappy off-the-shelf product that wouldn’t know it if he’d walked right up to the mainframe and hacked the processor.  
 
    More cursing and arguing about the best way to reconnect the red wire or the blue one.  
 
    Dacre Avvalon, who apparently had no skills that could help with the current situation, stood watching, his lips pressed tightly together. This was a man Terry hated. He knew the little girl he’d watched grow up before his eyes was now a strong woman capable of taking care of herself, but that didn’t change the fact that this man—who wasn’t a man at all, was he?—had hurt her, ripping out her wires and pounding her with a wrench much the same way Terry had destroyed the hyperdrive.  
 
    The temptation was there now. He could slip in behind him, catching him unawares. He could wrap his long amphibious fingers around his neck and squeeze.  
 
    He breathed in and out, sliding silently to the left, careful not to brush up against the magium wall and make a sound. Dacre’s back was to him, his hand casually resting on the mag-blade sheathed at his right hip. His thumb absently ran along the edge of the spellhilt, like a nervous habit.  
 
    A step closer. Another.  
 
    His target was tall. He would need to clamber up him quickly and then fall back, using weight and momentum to topple him as he squeezed. For what this man had done to Vee, the target deserved it. Not to mention his plans to fire the most powerful magical weapon the world had ever seen.  
 
    One more step and then a leap. No one was paying any attention, their focus on the hyperdrive. The kill would be perfect. Over before anyone was even aware it had happened.  
 
    Terry stopped, realizing what was happening. What he’d promised would never happen again. His training and instincts had kicked in so naturally he hadn’t even been aware of what was happening. He was thinking like a hired assassin, something he’d been in one of his many lives. The person in front of him wasn’t a person anymore, not Dacre Avvalon, not human or Centaurian or whatever he was. Just ‘the target.’ Something to be eliminated, scratched off a list so he could move onto the next one.  
 
    Terry breathed in, the air doing little to quell the feeling of breathlessness that had come over him.  
 
    This isn’t my choice to make, he thought. For he knew about the child. He knew this man was her father. If the time came, and Dacre needed to die, it had to be Vee who made the decision.  
 
    So he melted into the shadows, his skin and clothes instantly changing color to match the darkness. A moment later, the cursing and grunting stopped, and one of the Jackals issued a click that sounded higher and more positive.  
 
    Dacre said, “Status?” 
 
    The human man who seemed to be the leader of the outlaws from the asteroid field turned and said, “It’s a temporary fix, but it’ll get us to Jarnum.” 
 
    No, Terry thought. If they managed to jump from the system before Vee and the others could catch up, they wouldn’t know where to look next. He edged from the shadows, invisible, the pad of his broad toes noiseless. If he managed to sabotage the drive one more time, surely it would give Vee the opportunity to make her move.  
 
    “That’s all we need,” Dacre said. “Are you certain you don’t want us to drop you off somewhere?” 
 
    The other man laughed. “Like where? The middle of what used to be my asteroid field? There’s nothing here for me. Not anymore. The Grems made sure of that.” 
 
    What is he talking about? Doesn’t matter. All that matters is disabling the hyperdrive. 
 
    He crept closer.  
 
    “Okay. Your choice. But if you’re vaporized in a magical explosion, don’t blame me.” 
 
    Why aren’t they leaving? Terry wondered. The drive was fixed. They could make the jump.  
 
    “I won’t,” the man said. “C’mon. Let’s get this beast the Hole out of here.” He motioned for most of the group to leave, except for two, a pair of sizable Bronzians, who he ordered to guard the hyperdrive.  
 
    Terry almost chuckled to himself. As if a couple of metalheads can stop me.  
 
    He crept closer as the others shuffled from the room. On the edge of his peripheral vision he noticed one who hadn’t left.  
 
    Dacre Avvalon. And he was staring right at him.  
 
    Terry frowned, tensing, but then Dacre’s eyes roved past him to the Bronzians. “You alright here?” he asked.  
 
    “We’ve been guardin’ Coffee’s Alley for longer than you’ve been alive, kid. We don’t need you to tell us how to do our job.”  
 
    Dacre laughed. “Fair enough.”  
 
    Terry slipped between the overconfident guards, his fingers already reaching for the patchwork mess of repaired panels and wires. A few tugs and they would spend another hour doing fixes.  
 
    Something flashed in from behind and then a weight hit him, sending him sprawling. His chin smashed into the floor, his arms too slow to cushion the impact. “Gotcha!” a voice said as strong arms pinned him down. “Terry, is it? The famous Chameleot barkeep? Vee always spoke fondly of you.” 
 
    Terry squirmed, but the leverage was against him. Plus, his opponent was thrice his size. He let his true color return.  
 
    “Amazing,” Dacre breathed. “I’ve never seen a Chameleot change before.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could be your first,” Terry said. “Though I’d rather have been the first to wring your neck.” 
 
    “I—she told you, huh?” 
 
    “That you cheated on her and then left her to play the fool? Yeah, she told me. Though now your Centaurian friend claims it was all a ruse.” 
 
    Terry felt Dacre’s weight shift slightly.  
 
    One of the Bronzian’s said, “What’s a Centaurian?” 
 
    “He’s just speaking nonsense,” Dacre said. “Go tell your boss I caught the saboteur.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from you.” 
 
    “Would you rather I told him how you let this Chameleot sneak past under your noses? Go. Now.” 
 
    With much grumbling, Terry heard the Bronzians clomp off.  
 
    Dacre said, “You’re making a big mistake.” 
 
    “My only mistake was not offing you when I had the chance.” 
 
    “When you were just behind me, you mean? If you had attacked, we’d be in the same position we are now. I’d already drawn a spell on my blade.” 
 
    The movements of his thumb on the spellhilt hadn’t been a nervous habit, Terry realized. He’d been drawing. Terry felt like a fool. It was rare that someone got the drop on him. Rarer still that he found himself in a precarious position such as this. “What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    “I don’t want to do anything,” Dacre said. “I would never hurt anyone close to Vee.” 
 
    “Except Vee herself,” Terry spat.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Enough with the excuses. I heard what you were saying to her when I snuck onto the rig. She didn’t believe a word of it and neither do I.” 
 
    A deep sigh. Terry could play this game as well as anyone. Once he’d been captured by a vicious gang of Draconian bandits that had stolen a priceless vial of Morg blood. He’d been hired to get it back and kill as many of them as he could. They were smart. They’d managed to trap him. But then they’d gotten arrogant.  
 
    Now they were all dead.  
 
    That had been his last job, one he’d never been paid for since he’d decided to take the Morg blood for a souvenir and fund his early retirement.  
 
    Now, all he needed was for Dacre to let his guard down for a single moment. 
 
    Dacre said, “You don’t understand. I’m trying to…help.” 
 
    “These days it seems like everyone is. Including your girlfriend.” 
 
    Dacre flinched, which meant he’d pressed the right button. He filed the information away. “Miranda isn’t my girlfriend. She’s a conniving, mean-spirited creature who will do anything necessary to achieve her objective.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Sabotaging the Alliance’s defenses to pave the way for the Centaurian mothership.” 
 
    “The Demonstrous, right? Isn’t that why you are here, too? Weren’t you sent for the very same reason? Someone has to be lying.” 
 
    “Not me. I’m trying to…” He trailed off. 
 
    “Trying to what?” Terry pressed, sensing something important he’d left unsaid. 
 
    “Like I said, I just want to help.” 
 
    Damn, he’s good, Terry thought. He’d been trained to detect lies, but he couldn’t pick up on one now. Then again, it was more difficult when he couldn’t see the liar, his face pressed to the floor.  
 
    Unless…he believes his own lies.  
 
    The delusional always made the best liars.  
 
    “So you’re a traitor,” Terry said.  
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “What are you going to use the Grem weapon for? And that fancy necklace you’re hiding under your shirt. Is that just for show? And the megaton of pure liquid aura in this rig’s tanks. Are you going to get yourself a buzz?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you the truth.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Terry listened to every word.  
 
    Dacre Avvalon was right.  
 
    He didn’t believe him. 
 
    When he finished, the hyperdrive whirred to life. It was right there, close enough that he could touch it if only his hands weren’t pinned.  
 
    It might as well have been in another star system altogether. 
 
    I’m sorry, Vee. I failed you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Orbits 
 
      
 
    Vee prayed to the godstars she’d never really believed in.  
 
    She was fairly certain it wouldn’t make any difference.  
 
    We’re about to be crushed into stardust, she thought, as the starship leapt forward, accelerating so quickly—too quickly—that the rear began to fishtail.  
 
    At the control ropes, Frank howled, sounding more like a dog than a cat.  
 
    Miranda said, “The cat is insane. I’m beginning to like him.” 
 
    Nothing about that statement gave Vee comfort. She watched as the end of the canyon drew closer, the red cliffs stretching so high that her mind couldn’t fathom an angle in which they could lift off and climb fast enough to clear them.  
 
    And yet still they remained pinned to the rocky terrain, a great shadow falling over them. Twenny seconds ta impact, the A.I. drawled.  
 
    “Frank!” Vee cried.  
 
    The cat wizard didn’t respond, instead yanking on one of the ropes, which sent the ship jumping forward even faster. The entire vessel was shaking violently now, juddering along over rocks and hard earth.  
 
    Ten seconds, Layla said. Five, four, three, two— 
 
    Vee didn’t close her eyes, because she knew hiding from the future wouldn’t stop it from coming.  
 
    Her harness dug into her shoulders as she was thrown to the side, the viewscreen showing a blur of red rocks that whipped past, so close Vee could hear the scrape of them against the ship’s side.  
 
    Rocks chipped away, raining down like a hailstorm, rattling against the roof.  
 
    The view bounced back and forth several times and then settled once more as they shot down the narrow canyon they’d walked along earlier that day—or was it the prior day? Time on this planet had a way of playing tricks on a person. 
 
    The canyon was barely wide enough for them to fit, and despite Frank’s efforts, the ship continued to crash from side to side.  
 
    Just ahead the canyon narrowed further, like the head of an arrow, where it would eventually reach the dead end.  
 
    We’re not going to make it, Vee thought, but couldn’t give voice to the fear, the speed of their acceleration clamping her mouth shut and grinding her teeth together. The wall of rock seemed to race toward them with uncanny speed. She felt the ship’s nose begin to quiver, then lift. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon… It was going to be damn close. She was tempted to force her mouth open and command Frank to stop, but she knew it was too late to hit the brakes—their forward momentum would carry them into the rock wall.  
 
    The ship eased from the ground, its descent slow and laborious. The cliff face seemed to rise with it, as if trying to block their escape. There was no doubt now: 
 
    They would crash. 
 
    Vee braced for impact, the wall looming closer, enshrouding them in its shadow. Frank, who had been frantically working the control ropes the entire time, seemed to realize the same thing she had, and finally dove away from the control platform with a yowl.  
 
    We are lost, Vee thought, her last thought before they smashed into the column of bare rock— 
 
    —and passed right through it, as if it was nothing but a cloud of smoke, the red and brown striations whipping past them. 
 
    Another illusion, Vee realized. The Grems last-ditch effort to keep them grounded. The ship, which was on a manual setting, had no pilot. Still encased in the illusion, it maintained altitude for a long second, and then dropped rapidly, bouncing off the ground and rocketing forward once more. The control ropes swung, and the ship ratcheted from side to side, shuddering as it bounced off the canyon’s side walls, which were very much real.  
 
    “Frank!” Vee yelled, though it was unnecessary. The feline pilot had realized he’d been fooled and bounded back onto the podium, grabbing the ropes and fighting with them until he managed to regain control. This time, the rocky expanse before them was open. 
 
    Still Frank increased their speed, until the world was a blur of rocks and rough terrain and then… 
 
    Vee’s stomach leapt into her chest and she saw sky tinted with crimson rays of godstarlight accented by the bright edges of long, thin clouds.  
 
    Beside her, Miranda said, “I’m really beginning to like the cat.” 
 
    Vee had to admit, she was too. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Urkusk was a massive planet and the trip out from its atmosphere took the better part of an hour, made longer by the fact that the ship’s A.I. led a rousing round of One hundred bottles of aura on the wall, which left Vee wishing they’d crashed into the canyon wall back when they’d had the chance.  
 
    Thankfully, the familiar void of space eventually wrapped its empty arms around them. Vee unstrapped her harness and stood up. “Where…” she said, searching the viewscreens for any signs of their quarry. She saw nothing but stars and the fiery red godstar.  
 
    Miranda said, “They’re probably already in hyperspace. All is lost.” 
 
    “Then it’s over.” 
 
    “Wait,” Frank said. “Layla, can you track based on fuel signature?” 
 
    Detectin’…num’rous fuel signatures detected. This is a gen-u-wine system highway. 
 
    “Any more recent than the others?” Vee asked. 
 
    Yes’m. Jes’ one. It’s headed thataway, in orbit ’round Urkusk. 
 
    “They’re still in the system,” Vee said. “Terry did it. Frank, plot a course that mirrors theirs. If they haven’t made the jump yet, there’s still time to catch them.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    While they orbited Urkusk, Vee went to check on Minnow. Only she ran into Magic McGee first. Literally. She’d been lost in her thoughts and he’d been staring at his feet.  
 
    “Where have you been?” she snapped angrily.  
 
    The man’s eyes found hers for the barest of moments and then wandered away. Vee felt instantly bad. This man had lost his moonrocks and she’d dragged him away from his home, a place where he’d had a strange, but familiar life. For what purpose? To satisfy her own curiosity? Because she’d never really gotten over her mother’s death and this man had some sort of tie to her? “I’m sorry,” she said.  
 
    The man looked at her once more, frowning slightly. His words came out rough and halting, as if they needed to be pried from the back of his throat one at a time. “You… don’t … have… to… be… sorry. Ever.” 
 
    “I’ll take you back to the Arch after this is over. I promise.” 
 
    The man nodded, a small smile settling on his lips. He extended a hand, and at first Vee thought he was going to touch her face, but then he twisted his wrist rapidly and an object appeared, reflecting the overhead lights. A medal.  
 
    Vee’s breath caught.  
 
    It was the medal she’d watched her mother give this man, the one she thought he’d destroyed with magic. “Can I…touch it?” she asked.  
 
    “Yours,” Magic said, pushing it toward her like an offering.  
 
    Vee took it, feeling the cool metal on her fingers. For Bravery, it said simply. There was an image of a mage with her hands raised above her head, rays of godstarlight shining down upon her. Vee’s vision blurred, but she blinked to clear it. “I can’t accept this,” she said. “She gave it to you.” 
 
    She handed it back. Magic frowned but took it, twisting his wrist like before and making the medal vanish once more. “You are…something,” he said. His frown deepened, and he tapped his knuckles on his forehead. “Not right. I mean…” He trailed away, seeming to struggle with something he wanted to say.  
 
    “Take your time,” Vee said. In truth, she wanted him to speak faster, to tell her about her mother, how he knew her, why she’d given him the medal. She tried to be patient. 
 
    “Your mother,” he said. “Harmony. Yes, Harmony.” There was a softening around his eyes, which closed. Seconds ticked by. Had he fallen asleep? Eyes still closed, he continued, more control in his voice now. “Harmony took a leave of absence. Twenty-three years ago.” 
 
    “I know,” Vee said, feeling disappointed. This was nothing new. “She was pregnant with me. But she went right back into service after I was born.” 
 
    “Yes,” Magic agreed, opening his eyes. “She saved my life.” 
 
    Wait…what? “When?” 
 
    “Long time ago. First Caspian War. I was pinned down under heavy Mech fire. Aura reserves dwindling. I hadn’t…learned yet. I took a bullet to the shoulder. Then to the leg. It was only a matter of time before I took one to the head. I was about to run out of aura, cast a final spell and take as many of those bastards with me as I could.” He paused, licking his lips. “And then she was there, my guardian angel.” His voice had changed completely now, the words coming out with a lucidity that wasn’t there before.  
 
    It explained so much. “You left service after the war. PTSD, right?” 
 
    “That’s what they call it. But this was different.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    “I was…becoming.” 
 
    “Becoming?” 
 
    “Seeing, as if for the first time.” 
 
    “Magic, I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I know. Can’t see when you don’t have eyes.” The man was shuffling his feet now, his fingers roaming over each other. The brief moment of lucidity was fading fast.  
 
    “Magic, please. What are you talking about?” 
 
    His gaze snapped back to hers. “Your mother was the most powerful mage I ever knew. She taught me everything I know.” And then he was gone, his eyes lost and confused. As he walked away, Vee could hear him muttering ‘magic’ again and again and again. 
 
    Vee stood there, shocked. As far as she knew, her mother was not a mage.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?” Vee asked. She was feeling troubled by her conversation with Magic and was hoping her best friend could take her mind off things.  
 
    Minnow tried to sit up but was held tight by a burly med-bot with a dozen arms fitted with a variety of instruments that might’ve been used for torture as an alternative to practicing medicine. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Minnow asked. “Did we lose them?” 
 
    “Terry’s inside their ship, and he’s bought us some time.” 
 
    Minnow gritted his teeth and nodded. “The bot says I’ll be walking in no time. Which means I’ll be ready to fight when the time comes.” 
 
    “Minnow…” Vee said. “You need to rest.” 
 
    “Screw rest. Rest is for old folks and the dead. I’ve never rested before and I’m not about to now.” 
 
    Vee placed a hand on his broad shoulder. His leg was looking better and better as a microscopic nanobot worked to repair the wound, regrowing each layer of torn skin and sewing blood vessels back together. Still, the area glistened with a mixture of blood and whatever anti-infection ointment the med-bot had smeared across the wound.  
 
    “Don’t say it,” Minnow said. “I don’t even hear the word ‘no.’ Never have. That word is meaningless to me.” 
 
    “I hate myself sometimes,” Vee said.   
 
    “What? What the Hole are you talking about?” His expression had gone from indignation to concern in an instant.  
 
    “It’s true,” Vee said. “And it’s more than sometimes. It’s most of the time.” 
 
    Minnow took a long, slow breath. Then, to Vee’s surprise, he nodded. “Because of the kid,” he said. “She’s the spitting image of you. Beautiful. Energetic.” 
 
    “You knew? Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “Because it’s your story to tell, and if you haven’t told me yet, you must have a damn good reason.” 
 
    Vee laughed without mirth. “Yeah, I’m a coward. That’s my reason.” 
 
    “Vee, you are a lot of things, not all of them good, but you are no coward. We wouldn’t be here if you were.” 
 
    “Really? Because last time I checked I was doing this for myself, dragging a bunch of my friends into this…this…whatever it is…steaming pile of grade-A cow dung.” 
 
    “Liar. Maybe at first you were being selfish. But getting back in the Academy was off the table a long time ago. Yet here we are.” 
 
    “Here we are.” 
 
    “Which means you’re no coward. You could’ve walked away the moment you realized Miranda had lied to you, coercing you into signing a contract she couldn’t deliver on.” 
 
    “So I’m just a fool then.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Hey!” Vee pretended to hit him. “I thought this was supposed to be a pep talk.” 
 
    “I don’t do pep. Rockets and explosions, yes, but not pep.” 
 
    “I prefer it that way. Too much pep gives me indigestion.” Vee sighed. “Do you think I’m a horrible person for leaving my daughter with my dad all these years? Not being there for her.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I think.” 
 
    “It does to me.” 
 
    “Horrible? Nah. Conflicted, imperfect, cracked a little, yes.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Vee said. 
 
    “Happy to help.” 
 
    “So you think I should go back and tell her the truth?” The thought made a stone form in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “Yes.” The stone grew bigger. “Eventually. Not right this second. We need to see this through. Your baby-daddy is out there trying to destroy the galaxy after all.” 
 
    “What if he’s not?” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    Vee glanced back at the door to the med-bay. It was open, but empty. Not even a shadow marred the entrance. Still, she lowered her voice. “Miranda has lied before.” 
 
    “To get you to help her.” 
 
    “Right. But what if she’s still lying?” 
 
    About…” 
 
    “Dacre’s motives. What if he’s not trying to hurt our galaxy at all? What if he’s trying to help?” 
 
    “Vee…” 
 
    “Hear me out. He said some things when I was stalling him. And then Miranda tried to blow up his ship—completely—with Terry on board.” 
 
    “So what? If he’s a terrorist, that might be the only option. I’d feel horrible about Terry, but he would want us to take out the Jackals.” 
 
    “I know he would. I’m just asking whether there’s a chance we’ve got it wrong.” Vee raised a hand before Minnow could interrupt. “I know what you’re going to say. I’m biased. I want the father of my daughter to be a standup guy, even if he’s an alien spy sent to help destroy our galaxy. Well, yes, of course I do. But I’m also seeing clearly. I’ve hated his guts for a long time. You know that. I’m not being irrational. I know Dacre. He didn’t cheat on me—I should’ve known he would never do that. Yeah, he’s caught up with some shady allies, but that doesn’t mean his intentions are shady too.” 
 
    Minnow said nothing.  
 
    “Say something,” Vee said.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay what?” 
 
    “Nothing. You told me to say something. That’s all I have to say.” 
 
    “Meaning…” 
 
    “Meaning I’m with you, Vee. I’m always with you. I’m your partner, remember? I got your back. No matter what. So if you want to ask questions first and fire mag-cannons second, that’s what we’ll do. And I’ll watch Miranda like an Arcosian pterosawr. If she tries to play us, I’ll turn her into a smoldering heap of Centaurian ash.” 
 
    Finally, Vee smiled. “Dreams really do come true,” she said.  
 
    “Exactly. Now can I get a temporary stitch-job and get outta bed? I need some aura.” 
 
    Vee did too. Badly. 
 
    Layla’s voice came over the ship’s speakers. Vessel spotted twenty-six kilometers ahead, as the crow flies. 
 
    “Stay here and rest,” Vee said, already running from the room. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Minnow said, his broad feet slapping to the floor.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    And they fall 
 
      
 
    Tramone’s supervisor wouldn’t listen to him. He’d tried to reason with her, to explain. She’d told him to remain vigilant and update him every hour, but he heard the falseness in her words. Despite the evidence right in front of her eyes, she thought it was a glitch in the radar system. An anomaly.  
 
    Those missing stars and planets? They’ll reappear any second, like they were never gone. 
 
    Tramone wished she was right, but knew she wasn’t.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder surreptitiously, and then from side to side. No one was paying attention to him. They were lost in the galactosphere and their pointless games—games Tramone had once found meaning in. Purpose. 
 
    Not anymore. Now he had a different purpose. 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    Counted to ten.  
 
    Counted to five.  
 
    Counted to ten again.  
 
    And then opened a screen he was only supposed to access in an emergency. Entered the password he’d been made to memorize when he’d started this dead-end job. Paused. Tapped ‘SUBMIT QUERY’ and waited, his heart pounding its way through his chest from the inside.  
 
    8.3 seconds later he got a response: 
 
    Is this a joke? 
 
    No. Sending you my data now. Tramone had all the files ready. The data he’d collected. His estimates based on the data. The countdown: One day, twenty-two hours, thirty-one minutes, twelve seconds. Eleven, ten, nine… 
 
    Time passed. The countdown continued. Five minutes. Ten.  
 
    Tramone manually refreshed his screen, though auto-refresh was activated. The connection was still strong. And then: 
 
    Standby for direct link to AC Martin… 
 
    Tramone’s eyes widened. AC as in…Archchancellor? He glanced back at his supe, who was now staring in his direction, her brow furrowed in a frown. She knows, he thought, his eyes darting back to his screen, where a new dialogue box had appeared with the word “SECURE” at the top in bold red typeface.  
 
    This is AC Martin. Thank you for contacting the Alliance SecureSphere. Your service is appreciated. My team has performed a cursory review of the data you sent us. We agree this is a concern.  
 
    Footsteps behind him. Tramone twisted his head and saw his supe making her way around the line of desks in the center of the room, her eyes glued to him. Her frown was deeper now. He started to stand, but she said, “Sit down, tech,” so he remained seated. His heart pounded. His shirt was stuck to his skin from his sweat. He felt hot all over. He tried to hide the dialogue box behind a game, but the box kept popping back to the front as the AC continued typing: 
 
    Here is what will happen next: my people will take you into custody, for your own protection.  
 
    “What is this?” Tramone’s supe said over his shoulder, squinting at his screen. Other Tech-Heads were looking now, too, probably thankful for a distraction from their mundane jobs, when every day typically looked the same as the last.  
 
    Tramone didn’t look at his supervisor this time, reading every word as it appeared. 
 
    Prepare for data wipe. Our audio and video records show that only you and your supe have seen the data, is that correct? You need not type, just speak the answer. 
 
    “I—I think so,” Tramone said. Had any of the other Tech-Heads seen his screen? One of those directly to his left or right, perhaps? He couldn’t remember. He couldn’t be certain. Should he tell her? 
 
    Good, the AC typed. More footsteps, heavy and urgent, and someone screamed. Tramone turned around just in time to see the beam of blue light sizzle into his supe’s forehead. Her eyes went wide with surprise, then vacant. Then they disappeared completely as her head became ash. Her headless body slumped to the floor amidst a shower of ash and congealed drops of blood.  
 
    Tramone’s entire body was shaking and he instinctively raised his hands above his head as the soldiers ran toward him. There were dozens of them, clad in Alliance red, toting high-powered laser rifles. Don’t kill them, he tried to say, but his mouth wouldn’t work.  
 
    More screams. More lasers scorching the air. Headless bodies dropped, one by one. And all around the circular space, radar screens turned to static and then black nothingness.  
 
    I’m sorry, Tramone said, but only in his mind, his lips quivering as tears streaked down his cheeks.  
 
    “Come with me, Tramone,” a voice said. One of the soldiers held a gloved hand out to him. “It’s okay. You’re safe now. You’ve done well.” 
 
    He finally managed a word. “Well?” 
 
    “Yes. You did the right thing.” 
 
    “Right?” What was right? What was wrong? Dead. They were all dead. He hadn’t been friends with them. Not even acquaintances. He didn’t know any of their names and he was certain they didn’t know his. And yet seeing them like this, it felt…so wrong. Alive one minute and gone the next. Taken for no reason at all. “They didn’t even know anything,” he said, his hands shaking at his sides. He could smell burning. Screams lit up his memory like red-hot flares.  
 
    “We couldn’t take any chances.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen to me?” 
 
    “You’re a hero, Tramone. The Archchancellor wants to meet with you in person. She wants your help. Something is coming. You warned us. There’s not much time. Now, please, come.” 
 
    Though the words were gentle and implied he had a choice, there was the sharpness of a military order behind them.  
 
    Tramone pushed off the back of his chair to get to his feet, but his legs were like rubber, giving way beneath his weight. Strong arms caught him, lifted him, and then he was flying, flying to another place, born on magic and wings and all the things he’d never known in real life, but only in his dreams and the galactosphere games that had once meant so much to him and now meant 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    He flew through space and time, seeking adventures in the farthest reaches of the universe, well beyond the bounds of the Godstar Galaxy. Each time he saved the universe, he rejected the gratitude of the billions, for he had more work to do, more villains to battle.  
 
    Tramone awoke with a start, and immediately knew he was no longer in his tiny bunk. 
 
    He remembered everything that sleep had helped him to forget.  
 
    He knew his life would be changed forever.  
 
    To his left was a viewport, and though the stars beyond the glass barely moved, he had a sense of traveling at a great speed. Not hyperspeed, which he’d only experienced once on his way to the outpost where he’d lived and worked for so long, and yet many thousands of kilometers per hour.  
 
    He turned to his right to find dozens of soldiers strapped into rough seats. The familiar one who’d caught him before he’d fallen turned and said, “We’ll be there in thirty minutes.” 
 
    The man’s words made no sense. The post he’d been assigned to was lightyears away from civilization. How long had he been asleep? His confusion must’ve shown on his face, because the soldier said, “Sixteen hours have passed. We left hyperspace an hour ago. We’re in the center of the galaxy now. The Council has been convened. They want to hear what you have to say before they make a decision.” 
 
    Sixteen hours? But that meant the countdown was less than a day and a half. That giant…thing…was almost upon them. “I—I don’t know anything,” Tramone stuttered. His voice was raspy, his mouth exceptionally dry. The soldier handed him a canteen. He took a swig, expecting water but getting something far sweeter, the liquid sliding easily down his throat. “Aura?” he said, immediately feeling the giddiness that came along with the strong substance.  
 
    “It will help you relax.” 
 
    His whole body felt like it was floating now. He’d never been a big drinker, but when he had it had always been watered-down stuff. Ten or five proof at most. He’d never felt like…this. He looked down, expecting to find himself hovering in midair. Instead, he was flush with the bed, having not moved at all. “Whoa,” he said.  
 
    The soldier laughed. “Never had pure before? Once you try it you’ll have trouble going back to the weaker stuff.” 
 
    Tramone wanted more, but the soldier had already taken the canteen back. What had he been trying to say before? He couldn’t remember. He wanted to dance. Why wasn’t there any music? 
 
    The stars out the viewport were brighter now. Sparkling like multifaceted crystals. Brilliant. Breathtaking. He tried to touch them, but they danced away. His hand went through the window, glowing under the starlight. He extended it further, reaching across lightyears to grab those stars. Always they were out of reach, spinning now, spiraling around and around and around… 
 
    “Ungh!” he gasped, sitting up, his heart racing, his head pounding.  
 
    “Whoa there, buddy,” the soldier said, placing a firm hand on his chest and pushing him back onto his pillow. “We’ve just arrived. Gotta wait a minute and then we’ll be off. How ya feeling?” 
 
    He felt…ugh. “Head hurts. Like I was hit by a space cruiser.” 
 
    A chuckle. “I’ve been there. Take this.” The man handed him a small pink pill and a cup of what Tramone hoped was water. 
 
    “What is it?” He vowed never to ingest anything again without asking that question.  
 
    “Pain meds. For the headache. And water. I swear it. Can’t have you loopy when you appear before the Alliance Council.” 
 
    “Oh my godstars, oh my godstars, oh my godstars…” Tramone said. His chest was tight, and he felt like his breath was running away from him.  
 
    “Hey, breathe,” the soldier said. “And take the pill. It will help.” 
 
    Tramone tried to push the pill between his lips, but his fingers felt like someone else’s. The capsule squirted between them and clinked to the floor, bouncing beneath the bed. He remembered his supe’s head as it transformed to ash. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “It’s okay. We’ve got plenty.” The man produced another pink pill. “Open up.” 
 
    Tramone did as he was told, and the soldier placed the pill on his tongue. Tramone managed to get some liquid—it tasted like water—past his lips, though a good portion spilled down his front.  
 
    He swallowed. His head throbbed, tha-bump, tha-bump, tha-bump, and then stopped. 
 
    The man smiled. “Military grade. Good stuff, eh? Saved my ass more times than I can count after a big night.” 
 
    Tramone nodded. He felt better. The anxiety he’d felt a moment earlier had passed too. 
 
    “C’mon. We’re already late.” 
 
    The space was empty—the other soldiers had already filed off the small ship. He followed the soldier past the rows of seats, along a narrow corridor and to an exit facing to the left just before the cockpit.  
 
    He stepped outside onto a metal hoverplatform. Wind whipped through his hair. The world around him was dark—night. Far beneath him, thousands of lights sparkled like fallen stars. A great city, dense and packed, sprawling in all directions. “Is this the…” 
 
    A massive winged creature swooped past, startling him and stealing the rest of his sentence. The soldier grabbed him by the elbow before he could topple over. “It’s just a pterosawr. Generally harmless, unless provoked or protecting their young. And yes, this is the Capital.” The platform began to move, and Tramone would’ve lost his balance again if not for the man’s hand on his elbow. He watched the huge bird glide away, angling over the city. “You’re on top of the Council Dome.” 
 
    Tramone felt as if he might as well be atop the world. The wind buffeted him, and all the fallen stars were beneath him. The shimmering glass edges of the massive dome he’d only ever seen on the holo-news fell away on all sides.  
 
    Arcos, Tramone thought. The city of cities. Shortly after the Alliance had been formed, they’d decided to build their stronghold here, at the core of the galaxy, with equal access to all its nooks and crannies.  
 
    The hover-platform reached a permanent landing with a set of silver doors on the far side. They opened automatically, and the soldier ushered him inside. A deck of blinking lights awaited, and the man chose one labeled ‘1AS’.  
 
    “Where are you—” 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about, Tramone. You’ve done everything right. But now you must testify before the Council.” The lift hummed to life, moving so smoothly Tramone barely felt it. 
 
    “I don’t understand. It was all in my report.” 
 
    The soldier said nothing. He watched the holo-display, which was showing an ad for a sleek new hover-car, which was apparently better because a pair of gorgeous, half-clad Bronzian women were running their fingertips along the frame. 
 
    At the top of the display, a series of number/letter combinations flashed by: 47A, 46B, 45C… Oh. Tramone remembered something from watching a Council session on the holo-news. The various Vice Chancellors from each of the planets within the Godstar Galaxy were given a ‘seat’ at the Council based on the population they governed. The lower the seat number, the greater the population. The letters were simply the first letter of each planet. ‘A’ for…Archimedes! Tramone thought. It was a smaller planet with few residents, mostly scientists. It was also a hot tourist spot because of the strange flora and fauna, and the changing color of the ocean. Therefore ‘B’ must be Bronzea or Bellonia—Tramone wasn’t certain of either planet’s population. But what was 1AS?  
 
    The countdown continued as Tramone puzzled over the situation. His entire body felt numb from the medication he’d received, but at least his head wasn’t pounding anymore. He felt almost…invincible, though he knew that wasn’t true. 
 
    The display had reached 10R amidst an ad for a cologne guaranteed to attract a lover when Tramone realized what 1AS stood for. The ‘1’ was obviously the planet with the largest population, which of course was ‘Arcos’. And the ‘S’ stood for ‘Speaker,’ the name given to the Archchancellor herself.  
 
    “I can’t do this,” Tramone said, feeling his legs go rubbery again.  
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” the soldier said without looking at him. Again, there was no sharpness in his tone, and yet the command was there. Refuse and pay the price. You saw what happened to the others. 
 
    Tramone said nothing, clutching a handrail to stay on his feet. A voice droned from the speaker as the countdown reached 5. Motion sickness is common. Please accept a complimentary balancer tab. Place it under your tongue. You will feel better in three seconds or less. 
 
    Tramone snatched the paper-thin tab that popped from a slit in the wall and stuffed it under his tongue. It was light and minty, and worked as advertised. The nausea passed, and strength returned to his legs. His stomach, however, continued to flutter with butterfly wings.  
 
    The lift stopped, and the door opened with a pleasant chime.  
 
    Bright lights blinded him and Tramone was forced to shield his eyes with one hand.  
 
    There was silence for a heartbeat, then two, and then… 
 
    “Tech Tramone—welcome. I am Archchancellor Martin. We’ve been expecting your arrival. Thank you for coming.” The voice was as loud as thunder, rumbling throughout the space and echoing off the walls and ceiling. 
 
    The soldier shoved him forward where he blinked, slowly removing his hand from his face as his eyes adjusted to the brightness of the enormous Council Dome. He stood on a dark, marble hover-platform near the top of the dome. Spread out to the sides and beneath him were dozens of other hover-platforms, each full to the brim with the Vice Chancellors and their retinue. All heads were craned in his direction. Watching. Waiting.  
 
    Directly in front of him was a woman he’d seen on the galactosphere a million times. Her jet-black hair was formed into a dragon’s tail atop her head, each spike and barb formed perfectly, not a single hair out of place. She wore a dark, well-pressed suit with one empty buttonhole at the top, which revealed a slender, pale neck. Her eyes were bright and welcoming. “There is nothing to be afraid of,” she said.  
 
    “Okay,” Tramone said, though he wasn’t sure what it was supposed to mean. Though his stomach had been somewhat settled by the balancer tab, he was very much afraid.  
 
    “Step forward and tell us what you saw while manning the Space Station Delta.” The way she said it made it seem like he’d done something heroic, like he was the only one up there, and not one of hundreds. Hundreds who were now dead. His stomach churned, and he fought off the bile rising in his throat.  
 
    Tramone’s brain began to work again. She’s buttering me up. He realized her every act had been part of a strategy. Killing the others on the space station. Scaring him half to death. The liquid aura. The medication. The auspicious welcome.  
 
    Before he could speak, an attendant stepped forward and clipped something onto his shirt—a microphone. “It’s all in my report,” he said, his voice booming through the Council Dome. He didn’t step forward. What am I doing? 
 
    The AC’s eyes narrowed slightly before returning to that practiced neutral gaze. “Your report contains facts, Tech Tramone. I’ve personally reviewed your history. Number one in your class with dual degrees in astrophysics and planetary studies. Both degrees from Outer Rim University. Your thesis was of particular interest: Interplanetary politics in an age of ruin.” 
 
    “You—you read my thesis?” Tramone was shocked. He was surprised the uni evaluation committee even read his thesis. It had been quite controversial at the time. His advisor had cautioned him against the topic, but back then he’d been stubborn. Foolish. It was that thesis that had destroyed all the possibility the future had held for him, landing him a permanent position on Space Station Delta.  
 
    “Of course. Though I disagree with several of your conclusions, your logical reasoning was top-notch. I would love to discuss it further once this little mess is behind us. Now back to the topic of interest. We’ve all read your report and studied the data from your terminal. What we want from you now are your opinions on what it all means. What is happening? What is this unidentified…thing…that is heading for us? According to your estimates, it will reach the Godstar Galaxy in less than two days.” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “But you must have a guess. Your history paints you as a critical thinker. Your IQ is about twenty points higher than my own, and that is no small feat. So please, Tech Tramone, give us your thoughts. There is no wrong answer. We need information. Our galaxy’s fate may depend on it.” 
 
    Tramone took a deep breath. Yes, this woman was a politician, and he had a rule of not trusting politicians, but she was also trying to save the galaxy. And if he could help… 
 
    He stepped forward. Said, “I believe it’s an alien race coming to destroy us all.” 
 
    The AC’s eyebrows rose as a series of chuckles bounced around the space. AC Martin, however, didn’t laugh or even crack a smile. “Tech Tramone, while I’m certain you have your reasons for such a theory, I assure you that’s impossible. We have probes in all corners of the universe to detect just such an attack well in advance.” 
 
    “Weren’t some of those probes destroyed?” Tramone was feeling bolder, like the person he was back in his uni days, when he was a rising star and not confined to a tiny space station in the middle of the void of space.  
 
    “Some have malfunctioned, but they are always swiftly replaced.” 
 
    “So if you patch up the holes in a fisherman’s net, how can you be certain none of the fish escaped while you were doing it?” Tramone countered. Debate logic. It was what had earned him a permanent spot on his galaxy-champion debate team. Tell him there were no oceans on Urkusk and Tramone would find a way to convince you that a puddle of water met the criteria to be called an ocean.  
 
    I’m not that man anymore, am I? Tramone thought.  
 
    “Our probes are far more sophisticated than some rudimentary tool used to capture aquatic creatures,” the Archchancellor said.  
 
    “I know that. I led the team that designed one of them. The MIR 1.0 which has since been upgraded sixteen times. I’m guessing that wasn’t in my file, considering its origins were classified at the time. The Alliance didn’t want it to get out that their most advanced probes had been created by a bunch of uni students. Of course, when we designed the probe, we named it the RIM 1.0. The Alliance team that…borrowed it…simply reversed the order of the letters and repackaged it.” 
 
    “You are full of surprises, Tech Tramone. However, I must admit I find your explanation…somewhat farfetched. Is it true you logged more than 10,000 hours playing a galactosphere game called God of Mages while serving aboard Space Station Delta?” 
 
    Tramone felt heat rise to the surface of his cheeks. “That was just to pass the time. Our terminals had multiple screens.” 
 
    “Of course. We’re not judging.” She smiled thinly. “I’ve been known to dabble in a game or two when I unwind after a long day of governing the galaxy. But isn’t one of the most well-known scenarios in that game one in which an alien race from the farthest reaches of the universe attempts to destroy the galaxy?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but—” 
 
    “And don’t they attack from a massive planet-ship with the capability to vaporize entire star systems?” 
 
    “That’s true, but this is—” 
 
    “Reality. I know. My entire life has been spent grounded in reality. The reality that our resources are scarce. That there isn’t enough food to go around. Even here in my beloved home city, there is poverty. The slums grow day by day. I visit them sometimes, to pass out food from the Alliance’s reserves. It breaks my heart to see children running barefoot through the streets, when several blocks over there are citizens dining on Eltrucian caviar that sells for four thousand Vectors an ounce. 
 
    “It breaks my heart that an event meant to bring spirit and hope to the masses, like the annual Miss Universe Pageant, can become a horrific news story because of the Jackal terrorists. The same Jackal terrorists who are in league with an ex-Academy mage-in-training who stole a prime artifact from the Alliance along with a substantial supply of pure liquid aura.” 
 
    Tramone frowned, trying to line up all these facts in his head. He’d heard about the Jackals’ attack on the pageant, but the other facts were new, which meant they were classified. But what did they have to do with each other? Further, what did they have to do with his report and the impending attack on their galaxy? 
 
    “I don’t believe in coincidences, Tech Tramone,” AC Martin continued. “The Jackal terrorists were recently tracked to Urkusk during the same period in which an unexplained magical phenomenon occurred.” 
 
    Tramone’s frown deepened. Where a few moments ago he had thought he had the advantage, he now felt ten steps behind. I’m a fool. This was no uni debate competition. He was talking to the most powerful woman in the galaxy. Duly chastened, he asked, “What sort of phenomenon?” 
 
    “One that destroyed the black-market asteroid field known as Coffee’s Alley. One that sent such a surge of aura-based energy out of our galaxy that it disrupted a dozen galactosphere towers. One that reached out and touched the path of the very…thing…you’ve been tracking for the last few days.” 
 
    Tramone froze. “What—what happened?” 
 
    “That’s where our information gets a little…fuzzy. There was an explosion of some kind, but it wasn’t destructive. Perhaps the surge hit a shield of some sort, but there was no deflection as one would expect. It was like the energy was absorbed into the thing.” 
 
    Oh godstars, Tramone thought. If that was true, then… “It’s moving faster now.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” She said it without emotion, as if a sped-up countdown to doomsday was something she faced on a daily basis, item four on her to-do list. One, eat breakfast. Two, shower and makeup. Three, read the holo-news. Four, save the galaxy from certain destruction.  
 
    “Do you have a new estimate?” 
 
    “Of course. Twenty-three hours and some minutes and seconds.” An attendant stepped forward and whispered in her ear. “Sorry, time really is flying. We are just under twenty-three hours now, assuming your calculations are correct.” 
 
    Tramone knew his calculations weren’t the problem. They never were. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’re not quite there yet, Tech Tramone. First, we must determine the origin of what is coming. Clearly, it’s some sort of an alliance between the Jackals and Gremolins. Why else would the Grems allow the Jackals to land on their planet and then use their stolen aura to create the surge that powered whatever is coming. They must’ve been planning this for years, maybe even decades, don’t you think?” 
 
    Tramone had been so set on the fact that the attack was from some alien race that it took his mind a few moments to recalibrate. The new information changed everything. Could he have been so clouded by the numerous hours he spent playing a silly game? He knew the answer was yes. He wasn’t the same person he was back in uni. His mind had been suppressed by boredom and wasted years. But that was then, and this was now.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “They could’ve used cloaking technology—or even stealth magic—to build a massive ship outside of the galaxy. It would’ve taken years, but it is possible. Once finished, they could’ve gained speed from millions of lightyears away, adding a final thrust from the magical surge you detected from Urkusk. Yes, it is possible this thing is part of a terrorist attack.” 
 
    AC Martin nodded thoughtfully, as if his opinion was more valued than any she’d received from her advisors thus far. “It is as I feared. We always believed the Jackals and Gremolins were isolated, and thus, easy enough to contain. But together…they are dangerous. Pairing powerful mages with those who hold the greatest supply of liquid aura in the known galaxy…” 
 
    “We must stop them!” Tramone said. “If we can access the aura reserve on Jarnum, perhaps the Alliance mages can create a spell large enough to destroy whatever is coming.” 
 
    “We’ll need your help,” the Archchancellor said. “That’s why you’re here.” 
 
    “I—I’m no mage.” 
 
    “I know. But whatever is coming is a piece of technology powered by aura, the likes of which we have never encountered. It will take a combination of magic and technology to stop it. You’ll have every Alliance resource at your disposal. We need you to build a weapon in less than a day. Our mages can use to save us all. Can you do it?” 
 
    Tramone knew he could, because he’d once designed such a weapon, which the Archchancellor surely already knew. He’d intended it to be his thesis, but his advisor had taken his designs because they were ‘too dangerous’ and he hadn’t seen them since. “I believe I can.” 
 
    “Good. Then let’s vote on the course of action. Here is the motion I suggest: First, an immediate invasion of Jarnum without prejudice. Second, the arrest of one Dacre Avvalon, a Class 4 mage who was expelled from the Mage Academy, and who is now known to be colluding with terrorists. Third, the arrest of one Verity Toya, who has been seen pursuing Mage Avvalon. Verity was also expelled from the Mage Academy during the same incident as Avvalon. Until we know more about her role in the events of the last several days, she should be considered an enemy of the Alliance. And fourth, a declaration of war on Urkusk, to be carried out immediately following the invasion of Jarnum. Vote now, Vice Chancellors, or forever hold your peace.” 
 
    Tramone was shocked at the speed of the process, watching as an enormous holo-display appeared in the center of the Council Dome. Votes began to appear, the vast majority on one side of the display, the half designated as ‘In favor of.’  
 
    When the votes stopped going up, AC Martin said, “By a vote of eighty-six to twelve, the motion is carried in full. May the godstars shine upon our decision. The Alliance Council is convened.”  
 
    She turned back to Tramone, who stood as still as stone, bewildered by the series of events that had led him to this place at this time. The Archchancellor said, “Come, Tech Tramone, you will ride in my personal starship. Alliance engineers are already working on your design.” 
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 Chapter 37 
 
    Hyperchase 
 
      
 
    The Chameleot watched him with narrowed eyes. Every so often, Terry’s skin shimmered and then he vanished into his surroundings before reappearing a few moments later. It was disconcerting, but Dacre did his best to ignore the prisoner. He’s Vee’s friend, he reminded himself. He’s only trying to help her. 
 
    He took a calming breath and tried to focus on the present. Nothing mattered if they didn’t make it to Jarnum in time. Though he knew they still had a full day before the Demonstrous arrived in their galaxy, he felt a sense of urgency. He could feel the pull of the place of his birth, a home he barely remembered anymore, other than fleeting images of a childhood that felt like someone else’s life.  
 
    “Prepare for hyperspeed,” he said, strapping himself into his jump seat just as the hyperdrive reached 100% saturation. General Kukk’uk was already in place and ready to fire the drive.  
 
    The other Cir’u’non were strapped to the roof. Clay Coffee sat next to him, his knuckles white as they gripped the armrests. The Chameleot vanished and reappeared, where he was secured to another seat.  
 
    Dacre scanned the viewscreens as Kukk’uk clicked the countdown. 3…2… 
 
    “Wait,” Dacre said, spotting something on one of the screens. There was something… 
 
    The radar beeped out a warning as a blip appeared, moving fast toward them.  
 
    Her, Dacre knew.  
 
    “They’ve followed our fuel signature,” Coffee said. “We’ve got to make the jump. Now!” 
 
    “A starship that size will be able to detect a hyperdrive signature for several minutes afterwards.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, time is on our side.” 
 
    Still, Dacre hesitated. The strangest urge came over him. To do nothing. To let her catch him. To give in. To give up. He knew what the feeling was and how to handle it. He took a deep breath and the moment passed. And then he said, “Hyperspeed. Go!” 
 
    Kukk’uk efficiently maneuvered the ship into position and fired the drive. The world began to blur. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “There!” Vee shouted, though Frank had already spotted the floundering star-rig. It was drifting aimlessly, which meant one of two things: One, Terry had damaged the rig so badly it couldn’t fire any of its engines; or two, it was preparing to jump into hyperspace.  
 
    The rig blurred, and Vee knew it was the latter. Crap, crap, crap! If it made the jump they might never find it. Depending on the coordinates input into the drive, it could enter any one of six hypertubes that connected with this star system, and they would have no way of knowing which one. Unless… 
 
    “Layla, can we track their drive signature?”  
 
    Damn straight. It’s a tricky process, though. Gotta get up close and personal within six-point-oh-five minutes.  
 
    “Do it,” she said to Frank. 
 
    “I’ll try,” the cat said. He was almost back to his normal feline self, the effects of the catnip finally wearing off. 
 
    With a deft twist of the ropes, the starship leapt forward, accelerating faster and faster. “Time to target?” Frank asked. 
 
    T-minus eight-point-oh-five-five minutes, Layla said.  
 
    “Faster, Frank!” Vee said. 
 
    The star-rig was almost gone now, the entire vessel blurry and shaking as it prepared to make the leap into one of the hypertubes. And then it was 
 
    Gone. 
 
    A long trail of light was left in its wake as it departed the star system. Then even that began to fade into the darkness of space, leaving only the drifting haze of burnt hyperdrive fuel behind.  
 
    T-minus six-point-three-three, the A.I. said. 
 
    The starship began to shake, rumbling like it was grounded during an earthquake. And yet they were still going too slow. “Frank-k-k-k?” Vee said, her teeth chattering.  
 
    The cat clung to the control ropes, his furry face a mask of determination. He yanked one of them harder and Vee would’ve been thrown from her seat if not for the harness, which bit into her shoulders.  
 
    The ship began to groan as it shook. Several fixtures tore loose from the wall, sliding and juddering across the floor before crashing into the opposite side. One of the viewscreens cracked, a jagged scar running from corner to corner, causing shards of black to interrupt the images.  
 
    T-minus three-point— 
 
    The A.I.’s voice was obliterated by a powerful whump and an even harder shake, like some gigantic monster had decided they were its toy. “D-d-don’t wah-wah-worry,” Frank said, glancing back with a maniacal grin. “It-t-t wah-wah-was just the l-l-landing gear.” 
 
    “F-F-Frank!” Vee shouted over several crashes that echoed from the rear of the craft. “We’re going to break in h-h-half!” 
 
    “I know th-th-this ship-p-p,” Frank said. “She can t-t-take it!” He jerked even harder on the control ropes.  
 
    T-minus-one-point— 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” Frank roared, switching off the PA system. 
 
    “This is m-m-madness,” Miranda shouted, gripping her armrests so hard Vee thought she might leave handprints.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” Minnow said. “I l-l-like it.” The large man had followed Vee to the control room still dragging IV tubes and bags of vital fluids behind him, his white, flowing gown open at the rear. He’d barely managed to strap in before they’d begun the chase. McGee was there too, tethered to one of the mage seats. 
 
    Vee didn’t know whether Frank was right about the ship or not, but she knew it was a risk she had to take. Losing Dacre now might mean the end of everything. The end of her daughter before she’d even had the chance to tell her the truth.  
 
    So she gritted her teeth and watched the hyperfuel haze shimmer in the void. Bit by bit, the haze began to clear, the energy expended. Gone with the haze was the signature that could lead them right to their quarry.  
 
    Frank switched the speakers back on. How rude, Layla said. How would ya like a piece of tape over yer mouth? 
 
    “T-t-time?” Frank gasped, the control ropes tossing him about like a ship captain in a storm.  
 
    T-minus three seconds, two, one… 
 
    “C-C-Capture hyp-p-per signature,” Frank said, the ship already slowing, seeming to suck the air from Vee’s lungs. Slowly, the shaking subsided, though various objects that had torn loose rolled around at her feet.  
 
    “Did we make it?” Vee asked.  
 
    Processing…hyperfuel signature collected… 
 
    “Yes,” Vee said.  
 
    “Wait,” said Frank.  
 
    Amount below minimum required for signature detection. 
 
    “Dammit!” Vee shouted, pounding the armrest with the heel of her hand.  
 
    Standby… Layla said. Additional units acquired. Sufficient for analysis. Standby…signature detected. Coordinates determined. The target has hyperjumped into hypertube fourteen-g.  
 
    Vee knew little to nothing about the hypertube system, other than that it could get you across the galaxy in a hurry. “Where does fourteen-g exit?” she asked.  
 
    Frank interrupted the A.I. before it could respond. “It’s an express tube to one system. Godstar VII.” 
 
    Vee closed her eyes, wishing it had been anywhere else. Godstar VII was where Jarnum was located. The home of the Jackals. Dacre was really going to do this. 
 
    “Unless I stop him first,” she growled. “Fire the hyperdrive. We’re going after him.” 
 
    “I’ll clean my rocket launcher,” Minnow said.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Think we got away in time?” Dacre asked no one in particular. Each of the viewscreens was filled with streaking lights as they rocketed through the hypertube. Their passage was smooth and calm, like being in the eye of a storm while the winds and rain buffeted everything around you. 
 
    Yes, Kukk’uk clicked at the same time as Coffee said, “No.” 
 
    Dacre looked at Clay Coffee, a man who’d surprised him on more than one occasion in the short time he’d known him. Coffee shrugged. “I’m a pessimist by nature. Plus, I’d rather plan for the worst and hope for the best.” 
 
    “Hope,” Dacre said. “Now that’s a word you don’t hear often in this galaxy. Especially from a man who’s just lost everything.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “I’ve got plenty,” Coffee said. “My home was vaporized—so what? It was a bunch of rocks. Yeah, I’d made some wicked improvements, but still…rocks. You ever lived on a rock?” 
 
    Dacre shook his head.  
 
    “Maybe this is just the kick in the ass I needed. I’ve wanted to leave the Alley for years, but it’s not easy walking away from something you’ve given your entire life to, even if it makes you miserable half the time. And I’m still rich beyond your wildest dreams, son.” 
 
    “But all your Vectors…you must’ve had them in a vault squirreled away in the asteroid field somewhere.” 
 
    Coffee chuckled. “There is plenty of misinformation about people like me. I’ve got a galactic bank account like any other boring sucker. Not all the banks will deal with a criminal, but most will. Business is business. My Vectors are safe, don’t you worry.” 
 
    For some reason, that made Dacre smile.  
 
    Warning alarms wiped the expression right off his face.  
 
    They tracked our signature, Kukk’uk said. They are accelerating through hyperspace. 
 
    “Sometimes I hate being right,” Coffee said. “Ballsy. They must really want to catch you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dacre said, feeling that familiar mix of excitement and fear. “Guess so.” 
 
    Defensive posture? Kukk’uk said.  
 
    Dacre shook his head. “No. We run.” The last thing he wanted to do was engage Vee in another battle of magic.  
 
    Accelerating in hyperspace is dangerous, Kukk’uk said. If we accidentally exit at the wrong point… 
 
    Dacre had been obsessed with all things space-related as a boy. He understood what would happen. This was an express tube, so the only safe exit was located at the end of the line. “We could all be torn apart, half our bodies flung into some random star system while the other half continued through the hypertube. I get it. But we have no other choice. If we fight now, even worse things could happen. We need to get to the end of the line.” 
 
    Kukk’uk clicked out a curse but acquiesced, the star-rig picking up speed, billions of stars streaming past on either side.  
 
    Behind them, the familiar starship appeared on the viewscreen. It seemed to have sustained some damage to its landing gear, but other than that looked none the worse for wear. Dacre’s heart fluttered.  
 
    His eyes widened as he saw the gleam of purple light begin to grow in one of the cannon turrets.  
 
    It was coming from the starship’s mage seat. And it was fire. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Frank shouted, “They’re running, not fighting. If we engage them now, they might return fire.” 
 
    “Let them!” Vee yelled back, surrounded by the plush mage seat. She was tired of chasing. Tired of being lied to. Just…tired. She’d already traced a glyph into the mag-cannon’s spellscreen while sipping aura through the straw attached to her chair. Purple fire roiled from the cannon’s barrel as her finger teased the trigger.  
 
    Even Petros was on the cat’s side. She’d climbed the ladder and was hanging on, staring at Vee. “He’s right, Verity. We’ll all be destroyed if this turns into a fight. Wait until we’re out of hyperspace. Then fight.” 
 
    “Why do you care? This is our chance to save the galaxy, right? Isn’t that what you want? We should do whatever it takes, shouldn’t we? Our lives are forfeit anyway. The Alliance is hunting us—Hole, we stole their starship. Anyway, I’m not planning to hurt them, only slow them down.” 
 
    “A capture spell?” Miranda said. 
 
    “Do you still believe Dacre is a terrorist needing to be stopped no matter what the consequences?” 
 
    Miranda sat there for a moment, seeming to consider the question. “I—I don’t know. He’s a stranger to me now.” 
 
    Vee stared at her. This infuriating woman had been yanking her around like a puppet since she first came into contact with her a few days ago. Yet, for the life of her, Vee couldn’t understand what her true motives were.  
 
    Vee’s finger depressed the trigger slightly, and she could feel the aura inside her begin to trickle into the cannon. If she squeezed, the trickle would become a flow, a torrent of power that would unleash a powerful spell with the potential to imprison their quarry’s rig.  
 
    “Vee…” Miranda said. She hated that this woman was already using her nickname and fullname interchangeably, like she had any right to use either. She hated her own uncertainty, the lack of control she felt over her own future. The aura flowing through her was control.  
 
    And yet she knew even that was a deception. For ever since she’d been pierced with that damned aura-tipped Jackal dart back on Maxion, she’d been a slave to the aura, needing it far more than it needed her. It was in control.  
 
    She didn’t want to be a slave to anything. Not anymore.  
 
    She relaxed her grip on the trigger, and the purple fire diminished before disappearing entirely.  
 
    “It’s the right choice,” Miranda said. “See how this plays out.” 
 
    Vee glared at her. “I’ll deal with you later,” she said. “Frank, go faster. We’re going to catch that rig before we leave hyperspace. Dock with them if possible. I’m tired of not knowing what is going on or who I can trust. I need to talk to Dacre.” Docking in hyperspace was possible, though laden with risks. The key was reaching a parallel position to the target ship and then matching their speed exactly, down to the decimal point.  
 
    Frank seemed to like the idea of a mad chase through hyperspace, while Minnow looked disappointed.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The purple fire vanished and Dacre released a sigh of relief.  
 
    They’re accelerating, Kukk’uk clicked.  
 
    “Match them,” Dacre said. They had no choice. If they were caught in hyperspace, they might never reach their goal. Time was no longer of the essence—it was their enemy, an invisible foe counting down to destruction. 
 
    Then again, it wasn’t destruction Dacre was worried about.  
 
    Kukk’uk didn’t argue. Instead, Dacre felt a noticeable change in their speed, the pace of the streaking stars increasing, streams of light rocketing past. No, Dacre thought. The stars aren’t moving at all. It’s a matter of perspective. 
 
    “How long before we exit hyperspace?” Coffee asked.  
 
    Kukk’uk said, Twenty minutes, without turning back, his focus flitting between the control ropes and the various viewscreens, particularly the one showing the starship in hot pursuit. They’re gaining on us at at rate of ten kilometers per second. They’ll catch us in ten minutes. We can’t go much faster without compromising control. 
 
    “Then I guess they’ll catch us,” Dacre said, feeling surprisingly calm. So this is what it comes down to. It seemed appropropriate that the two women who’d been most important in his life—each for very different reasons—would be the ones to team up against him. “We’ll hang on as long as we can.” 
 
    “Great plan,” Coffee said. “I’ll be sure to pat you on the back when we’ve been torn in half by the edges of hyperspace.” 
 
    “I’ll pat myself on the back,” Dacre said. “If I have a back. And a hand to pat it. It’s been a pleasure knowing you, Clay Coffee. I hope you have a legal will to protect all those Vectors.” 
 
    “I do,” Coffee said. “I’m giving them all to Serenity Hospital on Arcos.” 
 
    Dacre raised his eyebrows. “The children’s hospital?” 
 
    “My niece spent six long years there.” 
 
    Dacre watched the approach of the starship. It had cut the distance in half. “What was wrong with her?” 
 
    “Her parents liked to travel. She was stung by a beetle on Corian. Contracted West Corian Fever three days later.”  
 
    Oh godstars, Dacre thought. The rare virus burned through the body’s major systems in mere days. Survival rates were less than point-oh-oh-one percent. Poor child. But wait… “You said she spent six years at Serenity.” 
 
    “Yes. They were testing a new therapy. We joined the trial. They managed to slow the fever’s progression but could never stop it. On her good days, my niece still got to laugh. On her bad days…well, they made her as comfortable as they could.” 
 
    “You…aren’t what I expected.” 
 
    Coffee chuckled. “Just because I have a heart doesn’t mean I’m not a scoundrel.” He winked. “And don’t go telling anyone my secrets. I got a soft spot for kids, that’s all.” 
 
    “I promise not to tell anyone for the next thirteen minutes, before we are violently dismembered.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Coffee said.  
 
    They’re on us, Kukk’uk said. I think they’re going to try to dock with us. 
 
    “Evasive maneuvers,” Dacre said.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Woohoo!” Frank whooped, looking much like a strangely attired symphony conductor at the height of a performance as he wrangled the control ropes. They slashed a line directly down the center of the hypertube, maintaining an equidistance on each side. It was the safest path through hyperspace, one that was usually navigated automatically by the starship’s built-in nav-system. As soon as they caught the rig, however, all bets were off.  
 
    Right on cue, Layla said, Three kilometers to target. Two. One. 
 
    The star-rig, which had seemed so distant for what felt like an eternity, suddenly rushed up to meet them. Frank realized too late what the rig’s pilot was doing—decelerating.  
 
    Frank pulled back on one of the ropes to decelerate as well, but the other ship was already accelerating again, pulling away.  
 
    Vee’s head snapped forward viciously at the change in speed, her shoulder harness hammering into her skin with enough force to leave bruises.  
 
    “Oh, if that’s how they want to play this…” Frank muttered, regaining his position after having tumbled to the floor of the control platform. He pulled the rope hard and they shot forward.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Left rear thruster is damaged, Kukk’uk said. This ship isn’t made for this. We can maintain hyperspeed given our momentum, but if we slow again, we won’t be able to accelerate.  
 
    “What’d she say?” Coffee asked, not having the benefit of a translation implant.  
 
    “No more rapid changes in speed,” Dacre said, unstrapping his harness.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Something I probably shouldn’t.” He stood up, extending his arms to his sides for balance, like a hoversurfer on the tropical island of Proto known for its thirty-meter waves during the winter season. Once he felt somewhat steady on his feet, he ran for the ladder to the rig’s mage seat, almost falling as the tanker lurched to the side. He managed to run in a reasonably straight line, however, grabbing the ladder’s side pole just before the ship rolled in the opposite direction. He hung on for a moment until the ship leveled out.  
 
    Then he began to climb. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Bastards,” Frank muttered as he tried once more to get around the star-rig. The rig’s pilot slickly angled in front to block them, and Frank was forced to ease back again.  
 
    End of the road is six minutes away, Layla said. In case y’all were wonderin’. 
 
    “C’mon, Frank,” Vee said. She’d cancelled her previous spell and had traced a new, simpler one with a different purpose altogether. Miranda was crouched beside her, watching. Vee resisted the urge to push her over the side of the ladder.  
 
    Frank guided the starship back the other way, but this time slower, more carefully. What is he doing? Vee wondered, watching as the star-rig easily moved to block them. At the last second, however, Frank whipped one of the ropes against the grain while simultaneously pulling down on another and slipping past the corner of the rig. For a moment they were directly side by side, far too close for comfort, but then the star-rig angled further away, moving precariously close to the shimmering edge of the hypertube.  
 
    “Should I pursue?” Frank asked.  
 
    “Get ahead of them. I’m going to try something.” 
 
    “You need wind, something that can only be created in space by an air mage,” Miranda said.  
 
    “That’s the last thing I need,” Vee said. The starship began to pull ahead of the rig, which remained half a kilometer away to the starboard side. “A little further, Frank!” 
 
    The cat cursed, but not at her. “Incoming!” he yelled.  
 
    Vee saw what was happening. The rig had angled back toward them even as they were beginning to pull past it.  
 
    A hyperspace collision was imminent. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Kukk’uk!” Dacre shouted, but the alien ignored him, fully focused now, pulling one of the ropes in a severe leftward direction, causing the rig to lurch sharply to the side. On one of the viewscreens, the starship loomed closer and closer. It had pulled slightly ahead, but the rear half of it remained parallel to the rig. Even still, the Cir’u’non general accelerated enough to make certain he’d nail his target.  
 
    Dacre could picture it in his mind. The heavier, slower star-rig smashing into the latter half of the starship. At this speed, the impact would be cataclysmic, the sleeker starship twisting awkwardly, its own powerful engines and momentum working against it, sending it whipping into a deadly out-of-control spiral.  
 
    She’ll be ripped apart, Dacre thought, just before he did something insane. 
 
    Coffee shouted something at Dacre as he ripped off his harness and fought to his feet, sliding down the ladder from the mage seat. The only thing that allowed him to keep his balance was the calm space inside the hypertube. Even still, it took his entire body straining to one side to prevent him from tumbling across the floor.  
 
    He unsheathed his mag-blade and ran, instincts firing, his thumb tracing a glyph on his spellhilt.  
 
    He jumped, his blade cutting through the air, slashing at the rig’s control ropes, which seemed to fight against the blade. Aura flowed through him and into the blade, and the sword sprouted dozens of razor-edged icicles, each cutting and sawing until the ropes fell away. He tumbled into General Kukk’uk, his shoulder slamming into the creature’s jaw. The Cir’u’non soldier’s claws raked against him, but Dacre didn’t care, because the rig had already begun to straighten its path through the tube, almost in the direct center now. As he’d hoped, auto-pilot had engaged automatically when he destroyed the ropes. 
 
    As blood ran down Dacre’s face and chest, he looked at the viewscreen, which was full of sleek lines of metal and the Alliance symbol, and the butt-end of the starship, closing fast.  
 
    The crash was perhaps a tenth of what it might’ve been, and yet metal shrieked and the rig shook as powerful g-forces turned a minor space fender-bender into something akin to a head-on collision.  
 
    Worse, he’d just destroyed the control ropes, their own ship careening on an odd angle that would eventually send them barreling through the wall of the hypertube. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    As she’d watched the massive rig closing in, a dozen scenarios had raced through Vee’s mind. Unfortunately, each one had ended with everyone dead.  
 
    However, it was the one scenario she hadn’t considered that occurred. Somehow, the star-rig had slowed up at the last instant, and for a moment she’d thought a collision might be avoided.  
 
    It wasn’t to be.  
 
    Now their starship was spinning. Miranda was thrown violently over the edge of the ladder, but Vee reached back and grabbed her suit by the collar, her own mage-seat harness stretching in a way it wasn’t meant to be stretched but holding. Holding them both. Miranda’s eyes were wild, a gasp emerging from her lips. “Thank you,” she breathed.  
 
    With a hard pull, Vee dragged the Centaurian back onto the platform. “Here,” she said, inching onto one half of the seat and shoving Miranda onto the other half. With one hand, she unclasped half of the harness and Miranda managed to wrangle it around her shoulder and click it together.  
 
    Still the starship spun, twice coming within mere meters of colliding with the star-rig, which seemed to be angling toward them once more, albeit more slowly.  
 
    “What the Hole is he thinking?” Miranda said, venom in her expression.  
 
    “Dead ropes,” Vee said, her suspicions growing more certain with each revolution. If the rig’s intent was to finish them off, a hard hit from the side would do it, casting them out of hyperspace where they’d be ripped to pieces.  
 
    “How…” Miranda said, but then she answered her own question at the same time as Vee did. “Dacre.” 
 
    The women nodded at each other grimly. It hadn’t been Dacre’s idea to side-swipe them, the rig’s pilot acting unilaterally. But Dacre had tried to stop it, and now the rig was drifting toward them, closer and closer, where eventually it would shove them out of hyperspace, following them a moment later.  
 
    “A.I., where’s our exit?” Vee asked.  
 
    T-minus three minutes from the off-ramp, as the crow flies. 
 
    So close, and yet it was obvious it was too far. They spun again, and Vee eyed the rig’s position. Two more revolutions, perhaps three, and they would collide. Perhaps a minute away. “Frank!” Vee shouted, craning her neck to see past Miranda.  
 
    “Sorta busy here!” the cat returned. He was clinging to the ropes, which were twisting around and around, slowly tying him up. He was fruitlessly struggling against the momentum, his small paws helpless.  
 
    Vee scanned the deck, spotting McGee slinking along one wall, jets of magic firing from each hand to keep himself steady. “Magic!” she called, and his eyes darted up to meet hers. “Can you get Minnow to the control podium?” She knew the big man would struggle to walk, much less stay on his feet as he crossed the distance. More so, she knew Magic McGee would be more likely to destroy the control ropes with his unpredictable magic than free Frank. She would need both of them working together to carry out her plan.  
 
    Thankfully, McGee nodded and changed direction, heading for where Minnow was still strapped into his jumpseat. “Minnow, you know what to do?” 
 
    “I’d rather blow something up,” he said. “But yes. I know. When you take a hit, hit ’em back.” 
 
    “Good.” Vee turned away. She knew she needed to trust them now. The rest would be on her.  
 
    The starship spun, whipping past the star-rig, which was so close now. Too close for comfort.  
 
    “Verity,” Miranda said. “What are you—” 
 
    “This,” Vee interrupted, cancelling her last uncast spell and tracing a new glyph on the powerful mag-cannon’s spellscreen. It was of a complicated design but considered a high Class 3 or low Class 4 conjuring. Fuse. 
 
    Miranda’s entire body stiffened beside her as she recognized the spell. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    They came out of their next spin and the star-rig was right there, its flank a massive wall of magium-coated steel that could punch them into the next star system if Frank, Minnow and McGee didn’t carry out their end of the bargain.  
 
    They spun closer. Hurry, hurry, c’mon, c’mon… She snuck a peek back down into the control room. The entire bulk of Minnow’s body was hovering off the floor, jets of blue light pouring from beneath his hands and feet, connecting with McGee’s fingertips. Amazing, Vee thought, watching as her friend reached the control podium, where he immediately grabbed the ropes and tore them away from Frank, who dropped with a yowl to the floor, clinging to one of the ropes to stop himself from tumbling away.  
 
    Minnow said something, and Frank yelped something back and then the Minot’s powerful hands were straining against the ropes, twisting them back into straight lines and then shoving one to the side, in the direction of the star-rig, where—  
 
    Vee whipped her head back toward where the steel side of the rig was mere seconds away from smashing into her cannon, which poked through the electromagnetic field. 
 
    And she pulled the trigger.  
 
    The purple fire that leapt from the cannon’s maw was different to the usual flames meant to destroy. These flames were of a different temperature, shorter and more precise, washing over both ships as, once more, they smashed into each other.  
 
    Vee’s head ratcheted off Miranda’s and both women cried out, but Vee refused to release the trigger, not until she was certain her goal had been accomplished.  
 
    T-minus one minute, the A.I. said. It was already farther than Vee had expected them to get, which meant they had a fighting chance. She hoped Minnow had given them enough momentum to straighten out both ships enough to keep them inside the hovertube.  
 
    “Layla! Status!” 
 
    T-minus thirty seconds. Two kilometers from hovertube wall. As the crow— 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about the crow flying!” Vee said through gritted teeth. The ship was shaking violently now, the edges of the hovertube wall scraping against the side of the starship, starting to rip metal panels off and fling them out into the void.  
 
    Rude, Layla commented. T-minus fifteen seconds. One kilometer from complete demolition and certain death. The A.I. almost sounded excited by the prospect. 
 
    Vee released the trigger, hoping she’d done enough—that they’d all done enough.  
 
    Ten…nine…eight…five hundred meters…five…four…one hundred meters… 
 
    There was a blinding light of many colors—red, orange, yellow—and Vee could feel the heat radiating through the ship, hot enough to make her sweat through her suit.  
 
    Three…two…ten meters…one… 
 
    There was a sucking sound and Vee’s ears popped as she was thrown forward, the single harness strap cutting into her shoulder as they emerged from hyperspace into a field of stars, none of which, thankfully, were streaking past.  
 
    “Holy godstars,” Miranda breathed.  
 
    Vee looked at the Centaurian. “My sentiments exactly. Everyone all right?” she shouted down. 
 
    “Urgh,” Minnow said. He’d skidded across the control room and crashed into one of the banks of screens. One of them had cracked and was smoking from the side. Tucked protectively under one arm was Frank, who was mewling softly like a kitten. Under the other arm was Magic, who seemed to be sleeping, the buzz-saw of snores emerging from his half-open mouth. Minnow managed to raise a thumb in the air. All good. “Hit ’em back,” he said, echoing Vee’s command from earlier.  
 
    Vee took a deep breath and slumped back in her seat. Speaking of which…all she could see through the electromagnetic field was the tip of her cannon, which was soldered to the side of the star-rig. Her fuse spell had worked to perfection.  
 
    Essentially, they were one Frankstein-like ship now.  
 
    Great, Vee thought. This should be interesting. 
 
    She unclasped her harness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    Godstar VII 
 
      
 
    Dacre still wasn’t sure how they’d survived the hypertube. Somehow Vee’s starship had pulled out of its spiral at the last moment and accelerated into them with just enough force to change their trajectory. There was a bright purple light—Vee’s magic channeled through the mag-cannon—and then the two ships had locked together, stuck fast.  
 
    We made it, Dacre thought, realizing he’d never really expected it. All along the way he’d expected to be caught. By Miranda Petros. By the Alliance. Decapitated by a many-mouthed monster or incinerated in an explosion. Against all odds, however, they were here, in Godstar VII, where his journey had begun all those months ago when he’d struck a deal with General Kukk’uk, Supreme Leader of the Jackal—no, Cir’u’non—forces.  
 
    A deal predicated on a foundation of lies.  
 
    The general clicked something Dacre’s implant couldn’t translate and shoved him off, the creature’s claws punching holes into his skin.  
 
    Clay Coffee, who was still strapped into his jumpseat, said, “That was close.” 
 
    Dacre stood, dripping blood. The Gremolin mag-weapon had survived the collision better than the rest of them, still locked into place. A med-bot missing half an arm rolled over to him and began to work on his injuries, applying antiseptic ointment and healing salve before wrapping each scrape with a cooling gauze.  
 
    The general ignored him, staring at the main viewscreen. Home, she clicked.  
 
    The planet known as Jarnum was about as inviting as a headless monster with a dozen mouths. It was barren gray rock, mostly flat but occasionally broken up by thin, tall spires. Cracks in the ground issued plumes of gas. A purplish light pushed its way around the edge of the planet, illuminating more and more of the surface as the local godstar came into view, a half-lidded lilac eye.  
 
    Shadows moved across the eye. Ships. Hundreds of them. 
 
    The Cir’u’non had arrived.  
 
    Dacre feared for Verity.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Not good,” Frank said. He was back at the control podium, though the ropes didn’t seem to work anymore, the engines not powerful enough to maneuver both ships now that they were locked together in a strangely intimate embrace.  
 
    The viewscreen showed hundreds of Jackal ships racing toward them. There were several starships, dozens of fighters, one enormous refueling tanker, and one mighty shield generator.  
 
    There was also a towing frigate, which backed toward them with a huge, magnetic clamp attached to a long arm. The clamp eased toward the hull of the star-rig, attaching with a loud clank that reverberated through both ships.  
 
    The tow-frigate’s engines fired, and Vee felt their direction change slightly. 
 
    “Not good,” Frank said again.  
 
    Miranda said, “What’s our play?” 
 
    When did I become the leader of this operation? Vee wondered. The entire time, she’d resisted Miranda’s attempts to control everything, but now that the Centaurian deferred to her she found herself wishing there was someone else to make the decisions.  
 
    “Wait and see,” she said. She felt suddenly drained. More than that, she felt the urge. To inject aura directly into her bloodstream. To drink and drink and drink until it ran down her chin. To bathe in aura, to swim in it, to drown in it.  
 
    She hated the feeling as much as she loved it.  
 
    Miranda said, “Here,” and handed her a vial.  
 
    Vee hated that the woman could sense what she needed, but that didn’t stop her from uncapping the vial and drinking deeply, sighing slightly after she’d swallowed. Minnow did the same, his face melting with pure pleasure. Thankfully, her addiction had been satisfied by the carefully measured vial rather than using the straw in the mage’s seat, otherwise she knew she might not have been able to stop drinking.  
 
    When she’d finished the last drop, she felt evened out, her head remarkably clear. “When they come for us, don’t fight back,” she said. 
 
    Miranda said, “Then what?” 
 
    “There are thousands of them. We can’t win. But we might still have one chance to stop Dacre from firing the weapon. You’re a class 5+ mage, right?” 
 
    Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “Yes…” 
 
    “And you can cast a spell without a mag-rifle, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but it won’t be powerful enough to do any real damage.” 
 
    “That’s fine. It doesn’t have to be. We just need a distraction. Between you, the cat, and Magic, it should be enough.” 
 
    “What about me?” Minnow asked.  
 
    “I have another plan for you,” Vee said. “Here’s what I’m thinking…” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Don’t hurt them,” Dacre said to Kukk’uk. “Or I won’t use the weapon.” 
 
    As you wish, Kukk’uk clicked. It won’t matter once it’s done. 
 
    “And you will let them go afterwards.” 
 
    The general’s beak snapped together with a clack. I will send them on auto-pilot back into hyperspace. Satisfied? 
 
    It’s not what Dacre wanted, not really, but it was better this way. Anything would be better than what the Centaurians were planning. My people. “Yes. That will suffice.” 
 
    They were approaching Jarnum, and soon he would need to strap into his jumpseat for landing. Now, however, he ran his hand over the Grem weapon, getting a feel for its design, for its curves and edges. He touched one of the numerous spellscreens, which was glossy, having never been used. His fingertip left a print, which he wiped away with the edge of his shirt. 
 
    Still, in that moment of contact, he had felt something raw, humming below the surface. A technology the likes of which the galaxy had never known. The Gremolins, with their ancient understanding of magic, had created something beautiful and destructive. Something with the power to channel magic and then amplify its power across great distances, much the same way the Grem’s had formed a glyph from their own bodies back on Urkusk. Though that attempt to stop the Demonstrous had failed, Dacre knew his own could not.  
 
    He turned away from the weapon and took his seat.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Coffee asked him.  
 
    To Dacre’s surprise, the man’s presence had a calming effect on him. He was solid, even-keel, steadfast. And yet he had no idea what was coming.  
 
    “What I must,” Dacre said.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The frigate entered Jarnum’s atmosphere, towing the two-headed ship behind it. Vee’s jaw hurt from grinding her teeth together. Her plan felt right, but she could still see a dozen places where it could go wrong.  
 
    Not the least of which was the fact that the Jackals might shoot first and ask questions later.  
 
    And then it would be over.  
 
    She was trusting Dacre to protect them from his winged friends. She had to believe it was he who had severed the rig’s control ropes and saved their lives back in hyperspace. If so, maybe he wasn’t so far gone as to bargain for their lives again.  
 
    If so, there was still hope.  
 
    Hope to stop him from making a grave mistake.  
 
    The ships shook as they blasted through the thick, vaporous clouds created by the fumes rising from the cracked earth. It was a wonder that such a harsh and ugly planet would hold the galaxy’s largest aura reserve, watched over by a race that didn’t have the ability to use the substance for anything but a crude form of poison.  
 
    If the godstars were truly once all-powerful gods, why would they have chosen this place for their blood to flow? All it had ever done was create strife between the Alliance and the Jackals. These were just a few of the mysteries that made it impossible for Vee to believe in such nonsense.  
 
    Random. It was all random. No one was watching over them. No one cared what happened to them. They were the masters of their own future, weren’t they? 
 
    For the first time in her life, she wasn’t certain.  
 
    The frigate dragged them down, down, down, finally levelling out as they approached a makeshift airfield, the terrain smooth and free of cracks. Criss-crossing beams of green light darted out from metal pylons positioned on each side and they eased to a stop without touching the ground.  
 
    Frank said, “Nice tech.” 
 
    Miranda raised her mag-rifle and said, “There’s still time for a change of plans. We can go in firing, take a couple hundred Jackals with us.” 
 
    “Feel free,” Vee said. “But you’ll be doing it alone. All your traitorous soldiers are dead. This is my ship with my crew. Not even your pilot is loyal to you, not after what you did to him.” 
 
    Miranda raised an eyebrow. “It was only a suggestion. I’m with you, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that. Frank, stay here.” 
 
    “It’s not like I can go anywhere,” Frank muttered. “Where’d you put my catnip?” 
 
    “Out an airlock,” Vee said.  
 
    “Buzzkill,” Frank said.  
 
    “I need you clear-headed if we’re going to pull this off.” 
 
    “Fine,” he huffed, licking one of his forepaws. “I’ll have my comms on. I might be asleep though, I can’t help my constant level of drowsiness. A cat’s life and all that. Shout if you need me.” 
 
    “Will do.” Vee looked at Minnow and McGee. “You ready?” 
 
    Minnow nodded. “With you, boss.” McGee picked dirt out from underneath his fingernails. He was a wildcard, but she had to trust him as her mother once had.  
 
    “Good. Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Build it 
 
      
 
    It was strange watching his old designs take shape into something tangible, real, something he could reach out and touch.  
 
    Tramone had to admit, despite the gravity of the situation, he found himself enjoying every second. It was like being trapped in one of his stupid games playing the role of the hero. Only the hero wasn’t a mage, wielding mag-blades and spells to defeat evil as he sought to collect prime artifacts on some quest that would allow him to level up. No, in his story, the hero was a simple but intelligent man with big ideas.  
 
    “Let me do it,” he said now, interjecting himself into the work on the chip board. Though the Alliance techs he’d been assigned were reasonably capable and efficient, they weren’t as precise as he was. Even the smallest imperfection in the machine might render it faulty, and there wouldn’t be time for testing.  
 
    Speaking of which…as soon as he’d connected the chip to the board, he glanced up at the clock that showed the countdown. Six hours, twelve minutes, five seconds. He felt as if a bucket of cold water had been dumped on his head. All thoughts of heroism and saving the galaxy abandoned him.  
 
    This is no game, and you’re a damn fool, he thought. His hand quivered as he pulled it back from the board.  
 
    “Status, Tech Tramone,” the Archchancellor said, striding up. She’d been conversing with the pilot while he and his team had worked. The longest part of the flight was to get near enough to the hyperportal for the star system, a journey that would take a quarter of a day.  
 
    Tramone’s mouth was suddenly dry and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken a sip from the water canteen provided to him. “I—I—” 
 
    “Breathe,” AC Martin said. “We have another two hours before we can make the jump.” 
 
    Two hours? Could he make it? He took that deep breath. “We are nearly finished. We’ll make it.” The words felt good to say, even if he was only fifty percent certain of their truth.  
 
    The AC smiled. “Good. I knew you were the right man for the job.” 
 
    Her confidence gave him confidence. He sipped his canteen slowly as she walked away. The numbers on the countdown ticked ever lower. He watched them for ten long seconds, more to convince himself that they weren’t speeding up than anything else.  
 
    Then he clapped his hands, forced as much command into his voice as possible, and said, “C’mon. Phase three. Outer shell. Chop-chop.” The techs got to work on the exterior of the mag-launcher while Tramone supervised, giving advice and orders from time to time. 
 
    All the while, the clock ticked ever lower.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    Jarnum 
 
      
 
    Cir’u’non swarmed over the star-rig, checking its systems, scrubbing it down, and inserting an enormous tube that would add the vessel’s payload to their aura reserves.  
 
    Kukk’uk glanced at Dacre and clicked, As promised, we are here. Our liquid aura is yours to command. Don’t waste it. 
 
    Yeah, no pressure, Dacre thought, watching as several Cir’u’non strapped the Grem weapon onto a cart. “Careful!” he snapped as they almost tipped it over onto its side.  
 
    One of the Cir’u’non hissed at him, but they continued with more caution. Secured, they wheeled the weapon toward the rig’s exit.  
 
    “You know what you’re doing, right?” Coffee whispered as they followed. 
 
    “No, I thought you did?” Dacre said.  
 
    “Hilarious. A real holo-comedian.” 
 
    “That’s what they tell me.” 
 
    Kukk’uk eyed them narrowly and Dacre gave her a wave. Let her worry about her investment. She should worry. 
 
    Outside the rig was a bleak planet that Dacre wouldn’t force his worst enemy to inhabit. The wind howled across the gray-rock terrain. The landscape was dotted by dark pools that seemed to bubble along the surface. Impossible, Dacre thought. “Is that…” 
 
    Pure liquid aura, Kukk’uk clicked. Do you see yet? Even the stats reported by the Alliance are a gross understatement as to our reserves. This is why they refuse to let us live in peace. They want what we have, and they will not rest until they’ve annihilated us and taken it. Do you think we are overreacting? 
 
    Dacre didn’t. And he fully believed the Alliance would go to extreme measures to harvest such a hoard of aura. But that wasn’t why he was here. “No,” he said. “What I don’t understand is why you asked me to steal this rig and fill it with aura in Archimedes. What we brought is a drop in the bucket.” 
 
    Kukk’uk grinned a toothy grin. A test, she clicked. To ensure you weren’t an Alliance spy. They will go to extreme measures, but they would never steal pure liquid aura from themselves. 
 
    It was clever, Dacre had to admit. It was also rather annoying. “Take me to where I can put this aura to good use,” he growled. 
 
    Patience, human, Kukk’uk said. No one wants to see this done more than the Cir’u’non. 
 
    The sky was filled with beating wings as curious Cir’u’non came to see the strange two-headed vessel that had landed near their capital city of Rik’koon.  
 
    Dacre stuck close to to the mag-weapon, unwilling to let it from his sight. Only the fate of the galaxy depended on it. No sweat, he thought. Like taking moon candy from a Corian infant. 
 
    “You know they’re going to kill us as soon as this is over, right?” Coffee said.  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “So you’ve got a plan to prevent our demise?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Good,” Coffee said, taking the news in stride. “My kind of mission. At least they haven’t comandeered our weapons yet.” 
 
    “A hundred thousand guns to two aren’t very good odds.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we’ve got that big-ass mag-cannon thingy.” 
 
    “True. But I’ll be aiming that outwards.” 
 
    “At whom is the question,” Coffee said, glancing at Kukk’uk, who was watching them. 
 
    Dacre said, “At the Mage Academy, of course.” 
 
    “Right. Because the Alliance has to be stopped.” He lowered his voice to a level only Dacre would be able to hear. “You know, if you tell them about the threat to the galaxy and all, they might be reasonable. Self-preservation.” 
 
    Dacre had considered doing just that. It would certainly make everything easier. Then again, the Cir’u’non were a race with a long memory, their hatred of the Alliance burning over decades. When the entire house was on fire, it made it harder to notice the flames at one’s feet.  
 
    “I’ll take your suggestion under advisement.” 
 
    “Which means no.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’re on the same page.” 
 
    Coffee shook his head but didn’t say anything else.  
 
    They reached a ground transport vessel. Its long body was black and coated in a rough texture that resembled the reptilian skin of the locals. The vehicle was comprised of a dozen separate pods connected to each other like a giant centipede. They clambered aboard as it hovered a meter or so off the ground. Dacre glanced back as the other Jackals loaded the mag-weapon into the cargo hold. As it turned out, the entire segmented truck was one huge hold with no seats. It made sense, he supposed. Why would the locals ride in vehicles when they could fly? These hovercrafts must be usedfor transporting goods and supplies from the landing pad to the city. 
 
    “Kukk’uk,” Dacre said. “Any status on the other ship?” 
 
    The general shook her head. They’ve barricaded themselves inside. We are using blowtorches to breach the main doors. Explosives would be far more effective… 
 
    “No. Remember, deal’s off if you harm any of them. I want to see them alive and well before I fire the weapon.” 
 
    Kukk’uk looked less than happy but dipped her beak forward as she nodded. Fine. 
 
    Coffee said, “Who is this girl to you?” 
 
    “Who said it’s a girl?” 
 
    Coffee smiled knowingly. “I’ve been there. Guys do a lot of crazy things, but all the craziest involve those of the fairer sex. Plus, I might’ve peeked back on Urkusk.” 
 
    “An old fling,” Dacre said.  
 
    “Some fling. She’s a real looker.” 
 
    “Fine. She was my fiancé. I screwed things up, because of, well, you know…” 
 
    “Being an alien spy.” 
 
    Dacre glanced at Kukk’uk, but she gave no indication of having heard. “Yes. But she doesn’t know that. At least, she didn’t. Now she does.” 
 
    “Complicated. Sounds like my last ten relationships.” 
 
    Dacre laughed. “Glad you can relate.” 
 
    The hovercruiser was on the move now, racing across the flat terrain toward a wall of gray rock that seemed to curve around and away at its outer edges. Like a crater.  
 
    Before Dacre had contacted the Cir’u’non all those months ago, he’d done his research. He’d seen holo-images of this very place, taken over a decade ago, when the Alliance had forces occupying Jarnum. This was Rik’koon, their capital city. According to Cir’u’non lore, they believed millions of years ago the original godstar arrived in this place, touching the surface of the planet with a single finger, leaving an impression in the rock, which grew around the spot over centuries. To them, this city was more than a place to live. It was holy. Hallowed ground.  
 
    “Um,” Coffee said, the multi-segmented skiff continuing to speed toward the rock wall without signs of turning or slowing down.  
 
    Dacre had read about this, too, about the technology used to protect the city. The Cir’u’non enjoyed playing with holo-images, perfecting them until discerning reality from illusion was nearly impossible.  
 
    Even knowing this, Dacre couldn’t detect a difference in the surface of the rock, which was a seamless tapestry coming up to greet them. He closed his eyes just before the collision, while Coffee flung himself back and shouted something.  
 
    And then they were through, and Dacre opened his eyes. The tunnel rushed around them, lit by black lights that made Coffee’s light-colored shirt glow an eerie purple, his lips painted white.  
 
    Kukk’uk grinned at them from across the cabin, her dozens of rows of needlelike teeth glittering. Ah, home, she said. It’s been too long. 
 
    Dacre could relate, though, for him, home was a planet-sized ship traveling at thousands of lightyears per hour until it swallowed him like a bug.  
 
    A light appeared at the end of the tunnel, growing larger until they met it, rocketing from the end of the shoot and into a silent city.  
 
    Towers of black rock rose into the silence. Most contained open-air windows, most likely so the airborne Jackals could fly from one to the next easily. There were hundreds of hovertransports, but none were flying, littering the area as if grounded by an EMP. No Cir’u’non flew here. Instead, there were thousands of the winged creatures standing along the streets, watching, waiting. Their plans had been kept secret from the galaxy, but there were no secrets here.  
 
    Instead, the citizens lifted their claws in the air, offering a silent salute as they passed. They were all shapes and sizes, and most of them didn’t look particularly vicious. In fact, few were the size of Kukk’uk and her soldiers. Some had smaller creatures strapped to their backs, their tiny wings not yet fully formed. Children. Babies.  
 
    In a war, it was hard to remember that the enemy was more like you than not. Otherwise there might be fewer wars. 
 
    Long memories, Dacre reminded himself. Whatever the Alliance had done to the Cir’u’non, they would not be satisfied until they had their retribution. It was an endless cycle, Dacre knew. But if they have a common enemy, he thought, maybe it will change things. Maybe they will unite. 
 
    The hovercruiser whipped past it all, shooting down the broad corridors between the dark towers.  
 
    “Kinda creepy,” Coffee said, watching the Cir’u’non-lined streets. “Like we’re part of a parade.” 
 
    “A parade of coming destruction,” Dacre said grimly.  
 
    “You’re not very fun at parties, are you?” 
 
    “Not lately.” 
 
    The road broadened further, and the spectators grew ten deep, then a hundred. Around the largest tower in the city, there were thousands, all eyes watching them pass, claws raised in the air amidst deafening silence.  
 
    Like the crater wall, a portion of the tower wall was an illusion, and they flew right through it, drawing to a stop inside a garage-like area, where other hovervehicles were parked. They parked in kind, and several Cir’u’non strode forward to tend to the cruiser and unload the weapon.  
 
    Dacre stepped out, his heart beating too fast. All the preparation. Not months, but years. It all came down to one moment, one decision.  
 
    I’m sorry, Verity, he thought. But this is who—what—I am. What I’ve always been. 
 
    A Centaurian. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Everyone ready?” Vee asked, watching the orange glow creep around the edges of the starship door. It grew brighter as the torches cut through.  
 
    “I’d still rather keep my mag-rifle on hand,” Miranda said.  
 
    “It won’t be far,” Vee said. “Stick to the plan. Agreed?” 
 
    Grudgingly, Miranda nodded.  
 
    Minnow said, “You owe me a new rocket launcher when this is over.” 
 
    “I’ll buy you ten if you lose it,” Vee said. “Now stand back.” 
 
    They moved away from the door, all except McGee, who moved closer, like a moth drawn to a flame. “McGee!” Vee said, but it was too late. The heavy door’s hinges melted in a spray of orange sparks and it collapsed inward. Just before it hit the bearded mage, however, it stopped in midair. He held up a hand, a single finger extended. With a quick flick, he shoved the door back and through the opening, where it landed with a crash. There were harsh clicks and then a dozen or more aura-tipped dart guns pointed in their direction. Beneath the fallen door Vee could see claws and wings poking out.  
 
    Killing a bunch of Jackals was not part of the plan, but it wasn’t a bad touch.  
 
    Although Vee had the urge to grab one of the guns and shoot herself with the aura darts, she managed to resist and throw her hands over her head. “We surrender!” she called out.  
 
    A familiar voice replied. “They’re not going to shoot. Your ex-fiancé struck a deal with the devil.” 
 
    “Terry?” Vee said, shocked.  
 
    The Chameleot’s face appeared in the entrance. His wrists and ankles were shackled with glowing magium-plated chains. “I’m sorry, Verity,” he said. “I failed you.” 
 
    She shook her head, deeply saddened by the sorrow in his tone. “You’ve failed no one.” 
 
    He offered a thin smile as the Jackals crept forward, at least three guns pointed at each of them. McGee lifted a foot to stomp, but Vee said, “Magic, don’t.” The man looked back at her, tilting his head to one side. Then he nodded slowly and lowered his foot to the floor without incident, leaving Vee to wonder what magic he’d been conjuring.  
 
    One by one, they were cuffed at the wrists and ankles, and Vee could feel the liquid aura in her blood recoil at the magium chains.  
 
    She hoped she hadn’t made the biggest mistake of her life. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Tramone hated hyperspace. The flash of the stars and the ever-present feeling of falling. The lack of control. If the ship’s autopilot malfunctioned, they would all die a fiery death in an instant.  
 
    He almost chuckled at his own foolishness. The galaxy was being threatened by a force the likes of which they’d never seen, and he was worried about dying in a hyperspace accident?  
 
    He swallowed. The weapon—his weapon, his design—was finished. It was a modified version, given their time constraints, but he was reasonably confident it would have the firepower to combat whatever it needed to.  
 
    It was strange—he felt like the old him. Like when he was back in uni and knew before a tech competition that he would emerge the victor. He hadn’t felt like that in a long time, not in reality anyway. Playing galactosphere games was always different. He could be someone else. A better someone. But now the real someone was the better someone. The Archchancellor’s confidence in him was like a gift.  
 
    She spoke to him now. “We’ll arrive in Godstar VII in eight minutes or so.” It was unnecessary information. Tramone’s eyes had been darting up to the countdown clock every few seconds. There were less than four hours now, assuming the revised estimates were close to accurate. “When we get there, you’ll climb the ladder to the mage seat. Sit beside the weapon. There will be a stool for you, just in case anything goes wrong.” Though she was basically calling him ‘Tech Support’, it felt like so much more than that. Non-mages were never permitted within the mage seat area.  
 
    “How many mages do we have?” he asked.  
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    The answer took his breath away. Eight. He’d only ever seen one magical user in real life, and here he was being granted eight to fire his weapon. “It should be enough,” he said, trying to play it cool. Tramone hoped it would be, though it was impossible to be certain considering the weapon had never been tested, except using the VR sims he’d created back in uni. Until a spell was fired, no one truly knew how the weapon would react, which was one of the many reasons that developing mag-weapons was such a tedious business. Tramone had heard of mag-weapons that used two, or even three, mages, but never eight. And if eight wasn’t enough…godstars help us all. 
 
    “Six minutes,” AC Martin said. She held Tramone’s hand, which made him feel important. She glanced over, biting her lip. “Sorry, I always get nervous exiting hyperspace.” 
 
    Tramone glowed. The Alliance Archchancellor was relying on his courage to make her feel safe. He fought off the urge to pinch himself one more time. Then he remembered what this really was. A war. 
 
    War, he thought. A war of worlds.  
 
    “Four minutes,” he said, taking over the countdown as the Archchancellor had closed her eyes. She patted the top of his hand with her other one, a silent thank you. 
 
    Tramone watched the clock. “Two minutes.” 
 
    The AC spoke a moment later, her eyes still closed. “The Jackals don’t know what they’re doing. They are angry, so angry. The anger makes them blind to everything else. We’ve tried to establish peaceful negotiations with them, but they are…difficult.” 
 
    Why was she telling him this? He was responsible for negating the threat to the galaxy. The rest of the Alliance fleet would be fighting the war on Jarnum. Right? That was what they had previously discussed. 
 
    The AC continued. “I feel fortunate to have met you, Tramone.” She laughed lightly. “Of course, that much must be obvious. If not for your quick-thinking and courage, no one would’ve detected the threat until it was too late. Still…I’m sorry a man of genius like you ended up on that space station. One of the flaws of our educational system, I suppose. I know it must’ve been…hard.” 
 
    It was. So hard. It had felt like a prison at the best of times. Each day as he walked from his tiny bunkroom to his workstation, Tramone stopped at one of the airlocks and wondered what it would feel like to be crushed by the weight of the universe while suffocating. He had wondered whether it was any worse than how he felt all the time.  
 
    But now… 
 
    The AC was speaking again. “No, I lied. I’m not sorry, because if you hadn’t been there the galaxy I’ve given my life to would’ve ceased to exist. I promise you, Tramone, once this is over, if we are successful, you will never be confined to such a place again. I will appoint you my Vice Chancellor of Technology. Would you like that?” 
 
    Only in Tramone’s wildest dreams. It took every iota of his self-control to not scream YES! “Very much,” he said neutrally.  
 
    “Good. Then it’s settled. Now to that other matter. Where we save the galaxy from certain destruction.” She leaned in, like they were co-conspirators, her eyes still closed. It made Tramone feel special. “Are you ready?”  
 
    Tramone had forgotten to watch the hyperspace status clock, and now the onboard A.I. droned the countdown: Ten seconds to exit, nine, eight… 
 
    “I was born ready,” Tramone said, because he thought it was what she wanted to hear, and he very much wanted to give this woman, his own personal savior, anything she wanted.  
 
    “Good.” She squeezed his hand tighter and he squeezed back, the feeling of falling intensifying.  
 
    Four, three, two, one… 
 
    Somewhere in the back of his mind, he was still trying to understand what she’d said about the Jackal threat.  
 
    The stars stopped streaming past, fixing themselves in the dark void of space.  
 
    All except one, which was an odd shape, a miasma of alternating striations of light and dark. It was moving. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Vee and the others were loaded onto a hovercraft that was barely suitable to transport cattle. Terry’s skin changed color to match the dark interior. “Miss me?” he said.  
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far…” Vee said, though she had missed him more than she knew until this moment. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    When he’d finished, she said, “You did everything you could. We wouldn’t have been able to follow them this far if you hadn’t.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t be prisoners of the Jackals on a strange planet,” Terry said.  
 
    “He has a point…” Minnow noted.  
 
    Miranda said, “You did well, Chameleot.” 
 
    “Thanks. Because my lifelong goal has been to gain your approval.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you hate me,” she said. “This is bigger than your feelings. Or mine. Or anyone’s. If we don’t stop Dacre, there will be no anger or resentment. There will be nothing for any of us.” 
 
    Vee said, “I don’t believe you.” She had given this all so much thought. All the facts. What she knew about Dacre, the old Dacre, coupled with the new knowledge that he hadn’t betrayed her. That Miranda had been the common denominator in so many of her problems. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You haven’t changed a bit. You always underestimated me, played me for a fool.” Vee nodded. “Yeah, maybe I was before. But not anymore. Why do you think my plan included taking away your weapons?” 
 
    She could see the fury boiling beneath the surface of Miranda’s skin as she struggled to maintain her composure. “Well played, Vee.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But you’re making a mistake.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “I’m only trying to help.” 
 
    “Why? And don’t give me that bullshit story about having a change of heart because you saw a bunch of starving children in a warzone.” 
 
    Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “Fine. I’m doing it because I don’t want to die. I’m a selfish monster just like you always thought. I couldn’t care less about this galaxy or its inhabitants. As far as I’m concerned, you’re all expendable. So long as I survive.” 
 
    Something clicked in Vee’s head. This was truth. She hadn’t considered what would happen to the Centaurian spies when their mother planetship passed through. If it was moving at a great speed… “There’s no plan to collect you and the others.”  
 
    Miranda shook her head. “It was always a suicide mission. We were born to die to prolong the rest of the Centaurians’ existence. Of course, they didn’t tell us that. But we were stupid kids, brainwashed to believe in a cause. That we were special, heroes born to save our people. And we were, in a way. But being a hero isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” 
 
    “Does Dacre know?” 
 
    Miranda nodded. “I told him about my suspicions when I was still a good little spy. He was pissed off. But that was before he lost you. That changed everything, just like I had hoped it would. But then I changed. We switched sides.” 
 
    Vee was reprocessing everything her mind had already analyzed, taking the new information and feeding it into the equation. “Look, I believe you’re trying to do this for your own selfish reasons, but I don’t believe Dacre is working against you. What if he’s trying to accomplish the same thing, but under the ruse of working with the Jackals?” 
 
    “It’s…possible. Risky, but possible. But why would he be running from you?” 
 
    “He’s not running from me,” Vee said. “He’s running from you. He will always only see you as a Centaurian spy, because that’s who you were back in the Academy. And now I’m with you, and he thinks you’ve tricked me somehow.” 
 
    “He’s a good liar,” Miranda said. “We all are. We were trained to be. After all, our entire lives have been a lie.” 
 
    “Which means you still might be lying.” 
 
    “I know,” Miranda said. “I can barely discern the truth in my own words anymore.” 
 
    For the first time, Vee heard something akin to sorrow in the woman’s tone. It made her look…shriveled and pale. Weak.  
 
    Doesn’t matter. Until they knew for certain what Dacre’s intentions were, they needed to stick to the plan. “McGee,” Vee said. “It’s time. Do it now.” 
 
    The bearded mage cocked his head to the side in that birdlike way of his that seemed to say Now now?  
 
    Vee eyed the Jackal guards in the front of the craft. Their eyes were trained forward, safe in their belief that the prisoners were secure in their magium-plated cuffs. “Yes. Do it.” 
 
    McGee stood, balancing as the hovercraft zipped along. His fingers cut the air to ribbons in a complicated pattern. When he was finished crafting the spell, energy rippled down his arms and the magium-plated cuffs snapped free. It should’ve been impossible. Magium prevented aura from being processed. But Magic McGee had said he could do it, and he had, more than living up to his nickname. The impossible made possible by a man whose mind was cracked if not shattered completely. 
 
    He quickly uncuffed the rest of them, except for Miranda. She said nothing, just bit her lip and shook her head. For all Vee knew, the woman had finally told her the whole truth. But she was also a very good liar, and Vee couldn’t take any chances.  
 
    Vee stood up and said, “Hey Jackals! Take us to your leader before we send you all back to Hole.” She traced her own spell in the air, amazed to see energy rippling along the edges. Magic had rules, yes, just not the ones she’d been taught at the Academy. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dacre knew there were moments in life where a quiet left or a quiet right would save oneself a world of trouble. Those were the moments that defined a person, when you looked into the eye of the storm and plunged ahead without hesitation. 
 
    This was one of those moments, the Demonstrous now visible in the night sky. It’s early, he thought. The swallower of planets was beautiful, in a way. He’d never seen it from afar like this, a roiling storm-like mass that was far larger than it appeared. When, as children, they’d departed their home planetship, they’d all been cryogenically frozen.  
 
    So many years, he thought. So many choices. 
 
    The greatest of which was yet to come.  
 
    They had flown to the top of the massive black stone tower. Kukk’uk had carried Dacre herself, her claws digging holes into the collar of his shirt. One of her soldiers had hauled Coffee, while it had taken a hundred or more soldiers and a nest of thick chains to lift the heavy Gremolin mag-weapon.  
 
    But they had made it. Atop the tower, Dacre could see the whole of Rik’koon spread out beneath him. Between the towers, the streets were dotted with the Cir’u’non, all heads craned toward them. To them, this was their independence day, and thousands more were flocking to the city, filling it to overflowing. None flew now, as a holo-flag had been raised by Kukk’uk once they’d landed. Some sort of grounding order.  
 
    Beyond the city was the gray planet, riddled with pools of boiling aura. The dark, bubbling liquid was source of the vapors they’d seen as they entered the atmosphere, the same vapors that blotted out most of the light from the purple godstar that sustained this system.  
 
    Now, Kukk’uk opened a hatch on the roof, extricating several wide tubes that narrowed to capped points. She removed the caps and replaced them with syringes. How many? she clicked. There were more than ten, Dacre counted.  
 
    Dacre took a deep breath, remembering that this was one of those moments. And then he said, “All of them.” 
 
    Kukk’uk nodded as if it was the answer she’d expected, or at least hoped for, and then began rolling up his shirtsleeves and pantlegs. To Dacre’s surprise, she was gentle, not so much as scraping his skin with her curved claws. Her fingers were also remarkably deft, able to manage the needles with precision. He shouldn’t have been surprised given the way in which she’d piloted the star-rig. Each of the needles found a vein. She unlocked each delivery system and Dacre felt the aura begin to flow.  
 
    He almost asked, How much? but remembered the pools of pure liquid aura. As much as I need, he thought. At the same time, he wondered how much his body could take, and whether it would be enough to fire such a weapon.  
 
    A dozen or so tubes tugging at his skin, he sat down—he didn’t want to risk falling and being knocked unconscious. He crossed his legs, positioning himself next to the huge mag-weapon. There were six spellscreens, and he stretched for each to ensure they were within his reach.  
 
    They were.  
 
    Then he removed the prime artifact from around his neck, fitting it into a slot in the side of the mag-weapon that appeared to be made for just such an amulet. He had to hand it to the Grems—they thought of everything. 
 
    The Demonstrous had grown even larger, its Greystorm unfurling before it, and a strange sound had filled the air. The Cir’u’non equivalent of a murmur, Dacre thought, as the clicking sounds joined together. It was a combination of fear and wonder at the sight of the worldeater. They don’t understand anything, he thought.  
 
    “Holy mother of godstars,” Coffee said under his breath. “That’s what you’re trying to stop?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dacre said. 
 
    Kukk’uk clicked, I don’t understand. What are you talking about? What is that thing? 
 
    “I lied to you,” Dacre said. 
 
    What? You’re not going to destroy the Mage Academy? 
 
    Dacre shook his head. “No.” 
 
    Just then, Kukk’uk’s comms device blared with a series of clicks that Dacre’s implant translated instantly. The Alliance fleet has arrived in Godstar VII. They are heavily armed and targeting Jarnum. What are your orders, General? 
 
    Kukk’uk stared at Dacre. Shoot them down. All of them.  
 
    Dacre said, “Gladly,” and began to trace his first spell.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” the Archchancellor said, raising her hand. She frowned, staring through the mag-field at the gray planet looming before them.  
 
    Tramone watched her expression cycle through several iterations: concentration, concern, surprise, realization, and then…resignation. He followed her gaze to the gray planet shrouded in a blanket of silver vapors. Inexplicably, a bright light had pierced them, round and white, so bright and piercing at the center he couldn’t look directly into it. It was like trying to look into a godstar without protective eyewear.  
 
    “What is that?” he asked. He was sitting close to the weapon—his weapon. The one that was supposed to be used to destroy the great and powerful thing hurtling toward them at many lightyears per hour.  
 
    AC Martin ignored his question, and said, “Mages. Fire on Jarnum.” 
 
    “What?” Tramone said, everything beginning to make sense. Why they were here and not back in Arcos, where they could’ve just as easily used the mag-weapon he’d built. Why the AC had given him the speech about the Jackals before. She’d never intended to use his weapon to stop the alien invasion. At least not immediately. No, she wanted to take out the Jackals, and then— 
 
    What? 
 
    Finally, his mind was working again, emerging from the fog of flattery and self-importance the Archchancellor had cast around it.  
 
    Something was missing, some key fact. It made sense that the AC would want to take out one of the Alliance’s key enemies, but why first? Shouldn’t the greater threat be eliminated and then their attention be turned to the Jackals?  
 
    Wait.  
 
    Wait.  
 
    There was only one explanation.  
 
    It can’t be. 
 
    It can’t. 
 
    Even as he hoped he was wrong, Jackal warships cut through the vaporous atmosphere, well clear of the growing light burning a hole.  
 
    And Tramone knew he was right. 
 
    The Archchancellor was the enemy.  
 
    He had to stop her.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The Jackal hovercraft pilot had made a bad choice, and now he lay slumped over the passenger seat while Terry occupied the driver’s chair. The vehicle was already going extremely fast, but Vee said, “Faster,” because she saw something up ahead, above the crest of the gray rock wall.  
 
    A column of light, disappearing through the silver layer of vapors in the sky above. 
 
    Dacre, she thought. Were they already too late? Was that beam of light cutting through planets, or the Mage Academy? Was it destroying the godstars, dooming them all? 
 
    Terry glanced back at her, shrugged, and shoved a lever forwards, his hand turning the same colors as the machine parts.  
 
    “We need weapons,” Minnow said.  
 
    Vee agreed. Magic would get them far, but Terry and Minnow weren’t mages, and they would need their firepower too. It was time to make a choice, one that could get them all killed. Thankfully, Vee had lots of experience with these kinds of choices. “Miranda, are you ready?” she asked.  
 
    Miranda’s eyes widened in surprise. She glanced at her magium cuffs, then back at Vee.  
 
    “Magic—release her.” 
 
    McGee used the same spell he’d used to free the rest of them, and Miranda’s shackles fell away.  
 
    The Centaurian mage had been acting strange for a while now, and Vee almost expected her to double-cross them, to aim a spell at Vee’s heart and say, “Cease and desist.” Instead, she only nodded, tracing a spell in the air, closing her eyes in concentration. When she finished, there was a rush of air as the glyph flashed and then vanished.  
 
    And then…nothing. “Did it work?” 
 
    Miranda offered a scathing look as if to say, Does this look like amateur hour? 
 
    Minnow grinned, rubbing his hands together greedily before jamming his fist down on a button that opened the main cabin doors. Air rushed past due to their speed. Further back but gaining rapidly were small dust devils. There was something besides dust being thrown around inside them.  
 
    The something gleamed, as pale diffused light caught the edges.  
 
    Weapons.  
 
    One of the small tornadoes caught up and burst inside the vehicle, knocking Minnow back with an Oomph! He came up grinning, gripping his massive rocket launcher with both hands. “Thanks,” he said to Miranda. “I retract all those bad things I said about you behind your back. And the ones to your face too. Well, most of them.” 
 
    The next tornado arrived, weapons clattering into the hovercraft. Two mag-rifles and three mag-pistols. Miranda grabbed one rifle and two pistols and handed the other two weapons to Vee. “Thanks,” Vee said, “but I still hate your guts.” 
 
    The edge of Miranda’s lips curled. “The feeling is mutual. Now let’s kick some Jackal ass. Should we give a gun to him?” She gestured to Magic McGee, who was sniffing the dead Jackal. 
 
    “Nah,” Vee said. “He seems more comfortable without one.” 
 
    “What about me?” Terry said.  
 
    A final miniature tornado spilled into the cabin, releasing the last of its magical energy. Vee’s reflexes fired, and she snatched a small metal hilt from the air, flicking the device on. Electrical energy shot forth, creating a crackling sword. “Will this work?” she asked. 
 
    Terry smiled. “Yeah. I’m good.” He accepted the sword, powering it down to avoid frying them all.  
 
    The gray cliffs loomed closer as the light in the sky intensified, forcing Vee to shade her eyes with a hand.  
 
    They were out of time. “Can this thing climb walls?” she asked.  
 
    Terry looked back. “I guess we’ll find out.” He shoved the lever forward to its maximum speed and the hovercraft responded, leaping ahead. Terry changed their trajectory slightly, angling in such a way that they wouldn’t run headlong into the wall. The closer they got, the more he turned the craft, until the rear began to fishtail. The passengers were forced to cling to anything they could get their hands on to avoid being slammed around like stones in a can being shaken by a child.  
 
    Gray rocks raced past on one side as they skirted the edge of the crater.  
 
    Terry maneuvered them closer…until the craft began to tip on its side, the sensors on the hovertubes picking up the wall and responding accordingly. They tipped further, causing Minnow to tumble against the far wall, which was swiftly becoming the floor, while McGee clung to the back of the passenger seat. Miranda and Vee each managed to hang from the ceiling by gripping a pole. Under their combined weight, however, the fixture began to come unfixed.  
 
    Miranda was the first to drop, landing in a crouch beside Minnow, who was lying on his back and staring up at Vee. “Heads up,” she said, and then dropped before the pole could snap off. Minnow caught her and rolled her aside.  
 
    Up front, the dead Jackal had been catapulted onto Terry, who was shouting, “Get the stiff offa me!” 
 
    McGee, still gripping the seat with one arm, traced a spell in the air and flung his arm to the side. Bright red light burst from his fingertips and the Jackal reanimated, its wings fluttering as it lifted up and away, flying through the open door on what was now the ceiling. Then it was gone.  
 
    “Wicked,” Minnow said. 
 
    Terry regained control of the hovercraft and steered them up the side of the cliff, bright light from the column in the sky streaming through the windshield as the passengers tumbled to the back of the vehicle.  
 
    And then they were clear, whipping over the cliff’s edge, all the craft’s occupants spilling back onto the natural floor in a tangle of arms and legs. Vee sat up.  
 
    “Oh sh—” she started to say, but her voice was lost in a scream as they shot off the opposite side of the cliff, the hovertubes breaking free of their hold on the solid rock as they flew into open air.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Raw magical power hummed through Dacre’s veins as he formed the fourth spell. With each glyph he completed, the power seemed to magnify. His body already felt as cold as ice, and he wondered whether he would shatter once he’d completed the last spell. The mag-weapon was beginning to shake, not violently, but with small, rattling tremors that reverberated through his bones as he touched the spellscreens.  
 
    The column of light shooting from the barrel of the weapon was as bright as that of a noonday godstar, forcing him to squint.  
 
    What’s happening? Kukk’uk clicked. Dacre could hear the fear in her typically fearless tone.  
 
    He ignored her, completing the fourth spell and starting on the fifth. Each spell was ice-based, of course, but meant to complement each other. Spell combinations were something that would’ve been covered in Dacre’s final year at the Academy, but he’d studied them enough on his own to feel comfortable. Plus, he’d been planning out this exact moment in his life for a long time now.  
 
    Everything felt perfect. Spear. Burst. Snowfall. Cannon. The fifth glyph was a quick one, Melt, meant to tie the first four to the last.  
 
    Blizzard.  
 
    He’d never performed the Class 5 spell before, as it was notoriously difficult to control. But now, control was the last thing on his mind as he began to draw. There was a dozen known iterations of the spell, but Dacre knew there were no limits. He knew this the same way he knew ice magic was in him—an instinct he couldn’t deny even if he wanted to.  
 
    So he created his own Blizzard, forming intricate edges and patterns, not dissimilar to those of a snowflake studied under a microscope.  
 
    And when he finished and he looked at his creation, he knew.  
 
    “Perfect,” he breathed, allowing the aura to rush through his body and then out into the Class 5+ spell.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Tramone knew what the Archchancellor was—one of the very aliens bearing down upon their galaxy in their gigantic, world-eating planetship—and he also knew he had the power to stop whatever she was planning. All he had to do was scramble his weapon’s programming. It would be so easy. Reach out, remove the panel on the side. Rip off a few nanochips. Pull a few wires.  
 
    But she had believed in him when no one else had.  
 
    Yes, she’d had ulterior motives, but when she’d held his hand as they’d exited hyperspace—that had been real. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew she’d known he would figure it out.  
 
    He realized she was looking at him now, watching him. His eyes met hers. “It is your choice, Tramone,” she said. “It has always been your choice.” 
 
    “You control the Council with magic,” he said.  
 
    She nodded, not denying it any longer. “They are my puppets. Democracy has been dead for a long time.” 
 
    A dictator then. Put in place for one purpose, a long time ago. “Eight voted against you,” he said, realizing at the same time how smart that was. “To make it appear nothing is amiss.” It was genius, he had to admit.  
 
    She said nothing.  
 
    “I am human,” he said. How can I abandon my own people? he didn’t say.  
 
    “Yes. But you are not one of the many. There is a place for you with us. When the Demonstrous comes through, it will destroy the rest. All the races, all the planets. It will harvest from them what it needs. What my people need. Aura. All of it. But you don’t have to be destroyed too. I don’t want you to be destroyed. You have too much potential for greatness.” 
 
    “I—I—” His hand was hovering in midair, between himself and that panel on the side of the weapon he had created.  
 
    The Alliance mages were already tracing a combination glyph on the large spellscreen in the center, their fingers working rapidly, well-coordinated. They seemed oblivious to the inner struggle he was having. 
 
    “Why do you want to destroy the Jackals?” 
 
    AC Martin looked sad, the edges of her eyes crinkling slightly. “I don’t. In fact, my son is there, even now. He’s working against me, I think. That column of light—that’s him. He was sent here, like me, to pave the way for the rest of my people.” 
 
    The mages can’t hear, Tramone realized. She’s cast a deafness spell on them. Because she’s a mage too. 
 
    “Your son?” 
 
    “Yes. The most wanted man in the galaxy. Dacre Avvalon.” 
 
    Tramone remembered the holo-news story. The stolen aura. “He has a weapon?” 
 
    She nodded, smiling slightly. Tramone felt like she was proud of him for figuring it out. Deep in his soul, he wanted to continue to make her proud. But was that worth the destruction of everything he had ever known? 
 
    What has any of it given me? He felt the truth: 
 
    Pain. Sorrow. Anger. Self-loathing.  
 
    Even if he acted now, he couldn’t stop what was coming. Or at least that was how he justified it in his head. If you can’t beat ’em… 
 
    He turned away, watching his weapon begin to come to life as the warrior mages’ spell came to life. And beyond… 
 
    The gray planet grew brighter and brighter, the vapors beginning to burn away under the strength of that column of light.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The scream tried to tear itself from Vee’s throat but emerged quietly, more of a throaty gasp than anything else.  
 
    The hovercraft shot downwards, tumbling end over end as it lost its connection with anything solid. Vee saw dark towers and flashes of wings and the gray landscape, and always, that bright, piercing light burning through the sky.  
 
    Stop. 
 
    The word was spoken with the strength of thunder, but Vee could tell it was only in her head. Or perhaps in her head and everyone else’s heads—she couldn’t be certain.  
 
    The hovercraft hung in the air, frozen. She shoved the hair from her face and sat up, battered and bruised from being flung around. Magic McGee stood between the seats in the cockpit, his hands extended to each side, glyphs burning the air. A combination spell, she realized. Performing such a spell on one’s own was Class 5 magic, but the power she felt rolling off the man was like nothing she’d ever experienced, even at the Academy.  
 
    The hovercraft shot forth, toward the apex of the tallest dark tower in the Jackal city.  
 
    Toward the light.  
 
    Halfway there, McGee’s eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed, the last of his magical reserves spent.  
 
    But still the vehicle flew, carried by momentum and the last of McGee’s spell. Vee blocked her eyes from the light burning through the windshield.  
 
    “Brace yourselves!” Minnow shouted, and they huddled together as the tower seemed to rush forward to meet them.  
 
    They crash-landed, the hovertubes no longer operating, perhaps fried by McGee’s powerful spell. The craft bounced once and then skidded, sparks flying around the edges until they slammed to a stop against a large machine. The column of light was pouring from its apex.  
 
    Not a machine, Vee thought.  
 
    A weapon. 
 
    Through the windshield, her eyes locked with Dacre’s.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    Requiem 
 
      
 
    He sat cross-legged as if preparing to meditate, both his hands placed on two of the numerous spellscreens set into the side of the machine. Tubes sprouted from various parts of Dacre’s body, piercing his skin. The darkness of pure aura flowed through them. There was no surprise in Dacre’s eyes, Vee noticed. It was like he had expected—had always expected—her to come to him in this place, at this time. 
 
    He looked sad, like he’d hoped he would be wrong.  
 
    She stood up and stepped out of the hovercraft. Several Jackals, including one wearing a leather sash with various patches on it, littered the ground, unconscious at best. In front of Dacre, six spellscreens glittered with shining glyphs. Dacre’s body trembled from head to foot, and Vee noticed the mag-weapon quivered too.  
 
    Six spells, Vee thought in wonder. Such a feat should be impossible, should rip a person apart, but Dacre was no person. He was a Centaurian, and who knew what such a race was capable of.  
 
    High above, the vapors were gone, the reaches of space lit by billions of stars, and— 
 
    A dark form striped with tendrils of light, a curving tapestry that was, in many ways, beautiful.  
 
    Oh godstars, Vee thought. It’s here. Miranda had lied many times to her, but she’d told the truth about that which was most important.  
 
    “What are you doing, Dacre?” Vee asked, hoping—praying—that he wouldn’t lie to her again. That he had a reasonable explanation for all his actions. She owed him the benefit of the doubt, didn’t she? 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” Dacre said, looking away. Vee felt a part of her heart break off, like an iceberg set adrift in freezing water.  
 
    “Neither should you.” 
 
    “Verity…” There was so much in that one word, her name, because he’d spoken it the same way he’d spoken it those years ago back at the Academy when her future with him was a perfect potential, a dream about to come true.  
 
    “No,” she said with a grimace. “That doesn’t work anymore. I’m not that foolish girl.” 
 
    Dacre shook his head. “You were never foolish. And I never lied to you.” 
 
    “Right. You just never told the truth.” 
 
    She could see her words had stung him, but why should she care? Dacre said, “I was never certain whether I had this in me.” 
 
    Vee shook her head, no understanding. “So…what—you’re going to destroy the Alliance defenses so your mothership will be able to eat us all faster? For our own good, right?” Her voice was laced with scorn.  
 
    “You don’t understand anything,” Dacre said. “I love this galaxy. I have wept every night over what I know I have to do.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Dacre said. He was crying now, which only made her angry. How dare he feel sad. 
 
    She knew that she should tell him about their daughter, but she owed this man nothing. “Then so do I,” she said instead, extending her arms at her side. With each hand, she began to trace the same glyph.  
 
    It was Inferno. 
 
    With a series of rapid clicks and the flap of furious wings, the Jackal reinforcements arrived.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Tramone was transfixed, staring at the multi-colored beam of light that shot from his mag-weapon. The beam was filled with a variety of types of magic—fire and ice and wind and earth. Based on his mental calculations, the blast held the strength of a thousand nuclear warheads. 
 
    It arced across the dark expanse, a glittering rainbow of power.  
 
    My creation, he thought, his lips curling at the edges.  
 
    Who cared if the Jackals died? Sacrifices had to be made for the greater good. And the Centaurians were at the center of that good. Why should the Godstar Galaxy exist when its inhabitants were always at war, always destroying each other? I knew it, he thought. I always knew it. That there was a greater path, a destiny that was his to grab if he only had the opportunity, like a real-life galactosphere game where he was the hero. Not a mage, no, because he didn’t need to be. His power was thinking. And he was damn good at it. 
 
    He leaned forward, licking his lips, impatient to find out what the mag-weapon would do to Jarnum. 
 
    That’s when the light that had been building in the planet’s atmosphere shot forth. 
 
    It was on a collision course with the spell from his weapon.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dacre felt his body contort, his eyes slamming shut and squeezing out tears as a torrent of magical energy flowed through him. It was like nothing he had ever experienced, the weight of six Class 5 spells hitting him all at once, draining him even as his liquid aura reserves were replaced by the tubes connected to various parts of his body. 
 
    “Ahhhhh…” he screamed, his own cry never seeming to end, his lungs starving for air, his eyes flashing open, trained skyward, where he saw— 
 
    Power. Raw, unfathomable power. It took the form of that column of light, which was spreading, growing, cascading across the godstar system until it met—what is that? 
 
    His tears froze on his cheeks, cold rivers of sorrow. 
 
    Dacre gasped as he felt the impact of spell meeting spell, like two celestial bodies coming together in a mid-space collision, raining fire through his entire body, chasing away the icy chill he always felt when he performed magic. His tears melted and dripped from his chin.  
 
    The spell was from one of the Alliance warships. Meanwhile, all throughout the surrounding firmament, a space fight was underway, the Jackal starships battling those of the Alliance. Lights flashed in the night—gunfire. Sonic pulses, ion beams, the rapid fire of railguns. Rockets, spouting jets of flame from their tails. One massive ship exploded, shredding bits of fiery shrapnel that tumbled away on all sides like a fireworks display.  
 
    And Dacre’s spell remained locked with the Alliance spell, which was every bit as powerful as his own. How is this possible? he wondered, gritting his teeth and feeling the strain of trying to lift a great weight just to remain in a deadlock. A weapon. Somehow, they have a mag-weapon to equal the one created by the Grems. Blocking him.  
 
    The only thing: Dacre hadn’t used his prime artifact yet.  
 
    All around him the sounds of battle raged, but he ignored it as he moved his hand closer and closer to the amulet, preparing to unlock the power inside. He hesitated, his finger hovering just shy of the artifact.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The Jackals came from all sides, not confined to a single line of attack as they flew up the sides of the tower. They continued to wield guns loaded with darts tipped with a lethal dose of liquid aura.  
 
    Well, lethal to most. Addictive to mages like Vee.  
 
    She stifled the urge to jump in front of the first dart that zipped toward her, diving away instead. The spell she’d conjured—inferno—tingled the tips of her fingers, but she didn’t release it. Not because she was scared—though she was, considering it was the most powerful spell she’d ever attempted—but because her target was supposed to be Dacre. Speaking of which…she risked a glance in his direction and found his body twisting and contorting as he clung to the mag-weapon, channeling the raw aura flowing through the tubes into half a dozen spells that coalesced into a single, combined spell so powerful it could destroy entire star systems. Maybe it already was.  
 
    Dacre’s shirt was ripped in a dozen places from the strain, and his cheeks were strangely red from crying. His finger was aimed at a small item affixed to the mag-weapon. He hadn’t touched it yet, and it appeared as if he was struggling with some inner decision. 
 
    One that hadn’t been made yet.  
 
    Vee’s head snapped to the side as another dart whipped past, glancing off the side of the downed hovercraft. Minnow released a roar and twin rockets shot from his shoulder launcher, angling out to either side. One slammed point-blank into the chest of a swooping Jackal, and Vee had to look away because of the violence, while the second whooshed past the edge and clipped another Jackal that hadn’t yet reached the top of the tower.  
 
    Minnow offered her a sly smile that seemed to say, Just like old times, eh? 
 
    Behind him, Magic McGee was conjuring fireballs, tossing them between his hands before throwing them at attacking Jackals, taking them out one by one. He already had three or four darts protruding from his skin, enough liquid aura to stop a two-ton, tusked Baranian boar. The aura seemed to have little effect on McGee, however.  
 
    Miranda was fighting too, using her control over air to send the Jackal darts back at them. Several were piled up around her already. 
 
    Terry was, of course, nowhere to be found, blending in with every surface, sneaking up behind Jackals and slitting their throats before they even knew he was there. Her friends, allies, whatever they were, were protecting her on all sides, giving her a chance to focus on the main reason she was here—the reason they were all here. 
 
    She turned back to Dacre, surprised to find him looking at her, his jaw tight. “Do you see yet?” he asked, speaking between pressed lips. He was straining to maintain control over the myriad spells flowing through him. The fact he could speak at all was unbelievable. The strength it would require. Then again, Vee always knew he was strong. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “To me it does. And it matters to me that you know I’m not some monster.” 
 
    “No, just an alien spy Hole-bent on destroying the Godstar Galaxy and stealing our resources.” 
 
    Dacre grimaced, and Vee couldn’t tell if it was from her words or the strain of the magic. “I should’ve told you the truth at the Academy.” 
 
    “Yes. You should have. Unless, of course, you never really loved me.” 
 
    “I did. Of course I did.” The past tense wasn’t lost on Vee. His tone changed slightly. “Miranda and I—” 
 
    “I know. She told me. It was all a ruse she created to get rid of me. To refocus you on the mission. I guess it worked. Only now she wishes it didn’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She had a change of heart, I guess.” 
 
    Dacre’s eyes flicked to where Miranda was fighting. “You can’t trust her. She’s…a good liar.” 
 
    “So are you.” She could tell her words stung, but she didn’t care. “I’m not stupid. I know all that. But I believe she’s trying to make amends for what she’s done. I believe she’s trying to stop you from destroying the galaxy. So am I.” 
 
    Dacre seemed to bite off his next words. “I tried to tell you the last time I saw you, but I ran out of time. I don’t want to destroy the galaxy. I’m trying to stop that. There’s not much time now.” He nodded his head in the direction of the sky and Vee looked up. Beyond the carnage of the space battle taking place all around the Jackal’s home planet was the reason they were all here:  
 
    The Centaurian mothership. The Demonstrous, eater of planets. It was here. There wasn’t much time.  
 
    Dacre was right.  
 
    Vee saw that flicker of pain and sorrow again, and she frowned, trying to understand. To reason it out in her head. He was conflicted, yes, but all this time she’d thought it was because he hated himself for the genocide to come. What was she missing? “Wait. Wait. The Demonstrous is supposed to kill everyone, right? And take our aura. Isn’t that what’s going to happen? Miranda said—” 
 
    “Miranda doesn’t know the truth. She was told she was the squad leader, but she wasn’t. It was always me. I knew things…she didn’t. I knew the truth.” 
 
    Vee’s frown deepened as she tried to puzzle through the latest revelation. “What is the truth?” 
 
    “My mother…” He stopped, seeming to rethink what was important to tell her in the limited time they had. “Look, the Centaurians don’t only harvest aura. They harvest all available resources.” 
 
    Finally, Vee understood.  
 
    Oh godstars. Oh no. Oh please. Not this. Not…her. 
 
    The Centaurians were going to enslave them all.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Dacre saw the moment it clicked in Vee’s mind—the realization, the horror. He had never wanted her to know. He had only ever wanted to protect her. The spells he’d conjured, and the artifact he could activate to amplify them, had the potential to save them from a fate far worse than death. And yet he was conflicted. Was killing millions to save millions really a heroic thing to do? 
 
    In truth, he never really believed his mad plans would get this far, but now that they had, he felt weak for hesitating in taking the final step.  
 
    “There’s something you need to know, Dacre,” Vee said, drawing him from his reverie. A fresh wave of agony caused his back to arch and he hissed through his teeth.  
 
    “Vee, we need to—” 
 
    “Shut up and listen, you damn fool!” Vee snapped, and there she was. The fiery girl he’d loved, who’d come upon him so suddenly and unexpectedly it had taken his breath away and foiled all his plans. She was the fire to his ice, the breath to his suffocation.  
 
    She was forbidden to him, something Miranda had reminded him of in her not-so-subtle way. It had taken Dacre a long time to realize she had done him a favor. Still, he owed the Girl He Had Loved a moment before the world changed forever. “Okay,” he said, nodding, his arms beginning to tremble from exhaustion. “Tell me what I need to know.” 
 
    “We have a daughter.” 
 
    In those four words, his world changed without him having to cast a single spell.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Tramone watched the firestorm raging below, a battle amongst gods, or so it might’ve been. The spells cast by the Alliance mages continued to shove against the column of light pouring from the gray planet below. Heavy fire from the Jackal starships slammed against their own ship’s magical shields. They wouldn’t hold much longer.  
 
    “Tramone!” AC Martin shouted. “Do it! Do it!” 
 
    He knew exactly what she meant. One reason his mag-weapon’s design was so different than all the others was its ability to control the flow of aura through its system. It was also the reason it had been taken away from him back at uni and dubbed “too dangerous.” It was currently set to medium, by default. There was a high setting.  
 
    Flicking that switch might be enough to overcome the other spell, that column of light that the Archchancellor had said was her own son’s creation.  
 
    And then what? The planet below, Jarnum, would be devastated, along with everyone on its surface. Those burrowed underground may survive, along with the planet’s massive reserves of liquid aura, but that was about it.  
 
    Could Tramone really live with that? 
 
    He remembered the promise the Archchancellor had made—how he would be given a place amongst the conquerors. His finger edged along the switch. It would be so easy. Hole, he might even bump it by accident, like an unconscious flinch. He was no killer, no destroyer of worlds. And anyway, it wasn’t his magic streaming through the mag-weapon. Without the mages being commanded by AC Martin, the weapon he’d created was just a hunk of tech with no purpose.  
 
    None of what happened was on him.  
 
    He felt like a coward for even thinking it, trying to deny it, for rationalizing what was to come in his own mind.  
 
    And then he flipped the switch. 
 
    AC Martin smiled. “You have done well, Tramone.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Something is wrong, Vee realized. When she’d revealed the truth that had gnawed at her gut for the last few years, she saw the change in Dacre’s expression, but then it was wrenched away in another grimace. The expression he wore now was different. 
 
    It was that of a man in agony.  
 
    She looked up at the sky, half-blinded by the point where Dacre’s spell met that of another, which was now pushing—no, shoving—against his. He’s losing, she realized. Was it because I distracted him? 
 
    No, she thought, because now he was fighting the spell with everything he had, and yet he was still losing. Once more, his finger stretched for the artifact implanted in the machine.  
 
    And once more, he hesitated, but this time Vee knew it was because of a different reason. Because he now knew he had a daughter. His every choice would forever be weighed against her soul.  
 
    But what choice did he have? Kill his own people to save all of hers? 
 
    Everything is wrong, she thought, determination burning through her as the spell she’d formed earlier heated her blood. It wanted to escape. 
 
    And maybe it should. 
 
    Vee ran to Dacre, pushing in beside him. Not to stop him.  
 
    To help him. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    As Vee slid in beside him, it was like something broke in Dacre. Her warmth, the feel of her body near his, that was the real magic. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    “We’re going to kick some Centaurian ass.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” He hesitated, then nodded. “Mind if I delete half your spells?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Good. Here goes nothing.” 
 
    Dacre was speechless as Vee used the spellscreens to erase the three spells closest to her, replacing each with the same spell, one he knew for a fact should be beyond her magical abilities. Yeah, four years ago, he thought. But now…she was the same Vee—fiery and stubborn and half-crazy—but she was different too. More determined. More grounded. Maybe she could perform this spell. Maybe it would be enough to destroy the Demonstrous. Maybe not. But he wanted to believe in her.  
 
    So while she formed the glyph for Inferno, he strained against the attacking spell, one he knew could only have been orchestrated by one person in the entire galaxy. His mother. With only half his spells at his disposal, he was losing fast, but he fought with every ounce of strength he had left, screaming as pain slashed through him, even as Vee removed several of his tubes and reattached them to herself.  
 
    “I should also tell you, I’m now an aura addict,” she said.  
 
    He growled out an unintelligible response. She could be a fairy princess right now, and he would still be glad to see her.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    He managed a nod, his veins popping from his skin.  
 
    Vee closed her eyes and aura poured from her fingers into the weapon. Fire erupted from the barrel, joining his ice. Curling around the column but not melting it. Becoming one with it.  
 
    Fire and ice. Ice and fire. 
 
    The Alliance spell stopped winning. This time it was shoved back, vanishing entirely under the weight of their combined spells. Dacre wished he could see his mother’s shock.  
 
    “Aim at Demonstrous now?” Vee said.  
 
    A pang cut through Dacre. Demonstrous was his home, or at least it was once. His people lived there. Not his mother, who’d been the overall mission leader, eventually using her charm and intelligence to become the Alliance Archchancellor. But the rest of his family. Childhood friends. They weren’t all evil, were they? Was killing them any worse than killing those in the Godstar Galaxy? Was there any right answer? 
 
    “Yes,” he said, using a lever on the side of the weapon to tilt it on a new angle, the barrel shifting position, their spells moving with it, slashing through space, ripping through any starship—whether Jackal or Alliance—that happened to be in the way.  
 
    Demonstrous was bigger now. Closer. Almost within the bounds of the galaxy. Years and years of travel across other galaxies to reach this point. For the Centaurians, it was harvesttime.  
 
    Unless we stop them. 
 
    Them, Dacre thought, no longer feeling like he was one with his own people. Turning a corner he’d always been afraid to turn. 
 
    He held Vee’s hand, the aura flowing through them. Their opposite hands were on the dual-triggers, firing, firing, firing, their spells rocketing across the dark emptiness of space. Dacre could feel the sheer power of Demonstrous as their spells neared the edges of its Greystorm, probing, slashing at the planetship’s magical shields. Shields that were far weaker than he expected them to be.  
 
    They are running on fumes, he thought. This could actually work. 
 
    But Dacre knew he could not, for he could not destroy the mighty enemy that was upon them. He could not because he was still one of them. 
 
    There had to be another way, one he’d considered and discarded countless times as he stacked the odds of success against each other. Destroying was always easier, but not always right. 
 
    “I can’t,” he said.  
 
    “Dacre…” Vee said. “Think of our daughter.” 
 
    “I am. I don’t want her parents to be the architects of genocide.” 
 
    “It’s self-defense.” Vee redoubled her efforts, and Dacre felt the moment they breached the Centaurian shield.  
 
    “Maybe, but not if there’s another way.” 
 
    “What way?” 
 
    “Modify our spells. A shield like the galaxy has never seen before.” 
 
    “That’s only a temporary solution.” 
 
    “It will give us time to find a permanent one. Please. Now I need you to trust me.” 
 
    Vee shook her head. And then she reached forward and activated the prime artifact. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Vee trusted Dacre. Maybe that trust had once been broken, but she finally understood the reasons. The reasons were important. She couldn’t predict the future or make amends for the past, but she could decide what to do now. And she was with Dacre one hundred percent, if only because her daughter needed a father.  
 
    So the moment after she activated the prime artifact, she reached out and made a few subtle changes to her spell, until it was Inferno Shield. She watched as Dacre did the same to his spells, transforming them from attack magic to wards.  
 
    The mag-weapon processed the new spells, sending them up the column of fire and ice.  
 
    The prime artifact magnified them, sucking more and more aura through her body, which felt like it was on fire, consuming her. But here, on Jarnum, there was nearly an endless supply, enough to make her head swim as it poured through her. She felt light and hot and she closed her eyes, melting at the sensation. 
 
    Her eyes flashed open as the new spells hit the damaged Centaurian wards, not slashing through them this time, but spreading outward, creating a shield that raced through space and time at ever-increasing speeds. She felt wired and exhausted at the same time. Broken and strong. It was the oddest sensation of her life, and she had the urge to sever the connection, to release her grip on the trigger.  
 
    “You can do this,” Dacre said through gritted teeth. 
 
    She didn’t need him to tell her. She’d known for a long time. So she clung to the mag-weapon as three magnified Class 5 spells poured out of her, watching as her MAG/EXP counter shot up and up and up.  
 
    And when the ward was complete, a continuous, unbroken globe of fire and ice that wrapped around the whole of the Godstar Galaxy, her counter slowed, ticking up one point at a time: 
 
    299,997 
 
    299,998 
 
    299,999 
 
    Welcome to Class 4, her message bank said, in glowing green letters. 
 
    The counter read 300,000 exactly. 
 
    The Demonstrous crashed into the ward shield. 
 
    There was a flash of blinding light and then everything went dark. 
 
    And Vee’s mind was opened to the truth.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    The Godstar War 
 
      
 
    Time rocketed past like a starship. 
 
    Millennia. Eons. The blackness of space was replaced by meteorites, there and gone again, flashing by. There was nothing for a long time.  
 
    The absence of light.  
 
    Until… 
 
    They came.  
 
    They were impossibly large, greater in height and width than entire fleets of starships. Borne of light and darkness they flew, chasing each other through the nothingness. Young. Energetic. Gods and goddesses seeking their destinies.  
 
    There were seven.  
 
    No, there was another. An eighth. More darkness than light, his eyes like burning coals. He saw this emptiness and he saw his kingdom awaiting to be built. To be ruled with an iron fist.  
 
    ‘Mine,’ he said, his voice booming across the vast distances between them.  
 
    One of the others turned to meet his gaze. Her hair was silver, flowing like cascading water, trailing moonbeams. ‘Xantheon,’ the voice purred. ‘Who invited you?’ She was Namea, goddess of war. 
 
    ‘I followed you.’ Xantheon stood to his full height, his broad chin sticking out defiantly. 
 
    ‘Leave.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    The Seven gathered together in a tight knot, fathomless being beside fathomless being. Standing against one. ‘We’ve been here before,’ another of them said, his eyes like golden coins. He was sheathed in golden armor to match. Vitrios, god of courage. ‘You have lost. Twice now. There’s no need for there to be a third time.’ 
 
    ‘You speak to me of need, brother?’ Xantheon said. ‘We all need. It is all we are. You feel the urge, no? To create. To birth worlds upon worlds. To rule.’ 
 
    ‘Predictable, as usual,’ another goddess said—Maryce, goddess of defiance. She was tinged with green, her chin as angular as her elbows or knees. She wore a bow strapped to her back. In their quiver, the arrowheads glittered like cut emeralds in the dark void. ‘Create worlds. Rule worlds. Repeat. Does it never get old?’ 
 
    ‘Never,” Xantheon said with finality. ‘Now step aside while I build my kingdom.’ 
 
    The attack came swiftly and without preamble, the seven gods and goddesses spreading out and surrounding the eighth. One of Maryce’s arrows shot through the void, but Xantheon lashed out with a sword of darkness, slashing it one way and then the other. With a casual swipe of one powerful hand, he sent the three shattered pieces flying away.  
 
    Vitrios was already upon him, his sword cutting through space, its golden edges seeming to expand like a new universe being birthed.  
 
    But Xantheon was ready, his own sword dragged from its sheath even faster, meeting his brother’s blade in an explosion of alternating blasts of light and darkness. ‘So you’ve learned something new, Xanth,’ Vitrios said. ‘Pity it won’t change the result.’ 
 
    Xantheon growled something unintelligible and shoved his brother back in the nick of time, ducking under a blast of silver light that rocketed overhead. The light trailed from Namea’s outstretched fist, her eyes narrowed with contempt.  
 
    Xantheon spun away to meet another strike, this one from another goddess—Glypha, with her long, curved, crimson staff of metal-infused stone. Each time she struck, it was with blinding speed, but Xantheon held his position, parrying, blocking, and eventually shoving her back.  
 
    Time moved once more, the battle raging for years and years, until, at long last, the gods and goddesses rested. They slept.  
 
    When they awoke at the same instant, the battle raged again, seven against one. This time it was different. This time it was Xantheon on the offensive, his blade moving faster than light. Twice he cut one of his brothers and sisters, who were forced to retreat to heal. Against all odds, the mighty god of darkness was winning.  
 
    Now there was fear in the others’ eyes, their confidence bruised. 
 
    They spoke to each other within their minds, but this was a memory revealed, and all was laid bare to those who watched. ‘He is too strong,’ Vitrios said. ‘He cannot be stopped. Perhaps we should retreat. The universe is vast. We can create our worlds elsewhere.’ The god barely managed to deflect another heavy blow from Xantheon, but the weight of it shuddered through him. 
 
    There was venom in Namea’s eyes. ‘Retreat? Never. He will lay waste to this galaxy, and then he will come for us again. He will never be satisfied. We have a duty to defend the defenseless. The unborn. Those who do not yet exist.’ 
 
    ‘At what cost?’ Maryce asked in the others’ minds. ‘You would lay down your lives for those still to come?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Namea said without hesitation. ‘They are our children. But we cannot die. We will still exist, only differently.’ 
 
    ‘What do you propose?’ It was Vitrios who asked the question.  
 
    ‘That which beats within us,’ Namea said.  
 
    ‘Our hearts?’ Maryce said. 
 
    ‘And the blood they pump. It’s all we have left to give. Life. Creation. Our very essence.’ 
 
    The discussion and the battle continued for years in tandem, until time ran out once more. Sleep took them all. And when they awoke: 
 
    They had decided.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ they said as one, all except Xantheon, who had grown twice as large while he slept, his sword—which was connected to his godsblood—reforming to maintain its scale.  
 
    The Third Godstar War began, the ferocity unlike anything the universe had ever witnessed. But this time, the Seven had a plan. One by one, the gods and goddesses ignited their own blood, allowing the pressure to build until, with a cataclysmic explosion, they were ripped apart, their mouths unable to issue another sound before they were gone.  
 
    Their pieces formed worlds, planets, scattered throughout seven systems, each centered around one of their still-beating hearts. On the planets, cells divided, organisms formed.  
 
    Life began. A multitude of races and creatures. 
 
    It was creation, violent and savage and beautiful.  
 
    The various races populated the galaxy, while others, like humans, stumbled upon their world after years searching the universe for a place to colonize.  
 
    Xantheon had been unprepared for such an attack, unable to fathom the love and selflessness it would require to trade one’s life for billions of unborn creations. The blast was a force he could not block, could not fight, a fiery shove that propelled him through space at speeds of millions of lightyears per second. The fragments of his very being were shredded, flaking away and forming giant holes of darkness that sucked at the universe around them. Black holes. Anything that came near disappeared into their void. One such hole formed in a galaxy known as the Milky Way, which had been created many billions of years earlier. Most of the inhabitants had fled the failing systems long ago, but there were still billions that hadn’t. They were taken in the blink of an eye, along with their planet, Urth. The sister planets were taken too, along with the star that powered the system, what they called the sun. Darkness reigned. 
 
    Still Xantheon flew, his powerful body deteriorating bit by bit, godsblood leaking from every pore. He roared. 
 
    His roar was thunderous, shaking the planets and stars in thousands of galaxies, those created by his parents, and his parents’ parents. All within earshot quaked in fear.  
 
    Onward, further and further from where he’d fought his own kin for years upon years. Until… 
 
    He stopped.  
 
    There was nothing left of him but a beating heart and the severed veins that carried his blood to a body that didn’t exist anymore. His heart and those veins had slammed into something larger and firmer, something speeding in the opposite direction, protected by a powerful ward powered by the same magic his own blood contained.  
 
    It was a ship. And a world. Combined. A worldship.  
 
    He wrapped his veins around the ship and hung on. Slowly, minute by minute, hour by hour, day by day, year by year, he took control.  
 
    And the inhabitants worshipped him like the god that he was. 
 
    They called themselves Centaurians. 
 
    He renamed the ship Demonstrous. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    Time through a sieve 
 
      
 
    Vee gasped, her eyes flashing open, her heart racing. Her mind spiraling. 
 
    Trying to understand the vision she’d been given. “Did you—” 
 
    “Yes,” Dacre said before she could finish. Her own eyes were wide. “I saw.” She opened her mouth to ask another question that was more of an accusation—Did you know?—but he guessed it and said, “No. That was as much a revelation to me as to you.” His brow was etched with the intense concentration of one in deep thought.  
 
    Vee shook her head. She didn’t know how or why she’d been granted the vision; all that mattered was that she believed. Maybe she had believed the entire time, even if she was in denial. But now…there was no denying the existence of the gods and goddesses, nor the power they offered. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she felt truly thankful for the gift she’d been given, her magic. Thankful to the gods and goddesses. If not, her daughter—No, our daughter, she corrected—might be dead. Or worse, enslaved. All of them might be.  
 
    Overhead, the mighty ward-shield they’d cast together was an arcing field of power, protecting them all. “How long will it hold?” she asked.  
 
    Dacre shrugged. “I can only guess based on rough calculations. This level of magic has never been tested.” 
 
    “Surely your people will give up, find their precious aura elsewhere. It’s over. It has to be.” For our daughter. For Ava. 
 
    “No, my people will not turn away. Their reserves are dwindling, and this system contains the largest natural deposits in this part of the universe. Xantheon’s influence is strong. He wants revenge. They will fight to the last to destroy us and take what we have and destroy the godstars.” 
 
    “Us?” Vee said. Though he looked so human, she knew he was not. This form was something he’d become, not something he was. What did that make their daughter? She looked human on the outside, but on the inside… 
 
    “Yes, us.” 
 
    “You would abandon your own people to stand alongside the rest of us?” 
 
    “I already have. But I…I will not destroy them. I will do what I can to maintain the ward-shield. For our—our daughter’s sake.” 
 
    It was more than Vee could ask for. And yet not enough.  
 
    She needed her daughter’s father to fight for them. 
 
    “What does she look like?” Dacre asked. His face held a child-like expression. So innocent.  
 
    “She has your eyes,” Vee found herself saying. She shook her head just as quickly. She couldn’t have this conversation. Not now. Not when she’d abandoned her own daughter. For what? For her own selfishness and pipedreams. None of that mattered now. Not magic, not achieving Class 4, not the fate of the galaxy.  
 
    All that mattered was, “I failed her.” 
 
    Dacre’s gaze was intense, and Vee could tell he was trying to see into her mind. “Verity, you could never—” 
 
    “You know nothing about me, Dacre. Maybe once, but not anymore. I’ve changed. I’m bitter. I’m angry. I hate myself most of the time. What kind of mother abandons her own daughter to go gallivanting around the universe pretending to be something special? I thought I was doing her a favor, because I am no mother. I thought I was curing her of the disease that is me.” 
 
    Dacre didn’t blink, his eyes holding hers. “Sometimes what people think is the cure is really the disease,” he said. “But your intentions were pure. I wish you would’ve told me. If I had known…” 
 
    “What?” Vee said, her voice rising. “You would’ve come to me, explained everything? We could’ve played house until the Demonstrous arrived? Is that what you think?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know. Maybe? All I know is I won’t fail you again.” 
 
    Vee was suddenly aware of all the eyes on them. When the ward-shield had gone up, the others had apparently stopped fighting. Several Jackals were watching, their scaly heads cocked to the side. Minnow stood with his launcher at his feet, eyes narrowed, boring holes into Dacre. Just say the word and I’ll pound him into mush, his expression seemed to say. Terry was watching too, for once not blending in with his surroundings. McGee was muttering something under his breath, his eyes flicking about nervously.  
 
    Miranda wore a sly smile. “Well, surprise, surprise. I guess Dacre Avvalon has some backbone after all,” she said.  
 
    One of the Jackals stepped forward. It was a female, a leather strap with some sort of insignia angling from her right shoulder to left hip. She had been unconscious when they’d arrived, Vee remembered. Some sort of a leader. She clicked out something sharp between rows of needle-like teeth. Vee’s implant translated it immediately:  
 
    Kill them. Kill them all. 
 
    Minnow, Terry, McGee and Miranda stepped back, standing shoulder to shoulder with Vee and Dacre. “Any ideas?” Miranda said.  
 
    “We can take ’em,” Minnow said, hefting his launcher back onto his shoulder. Just then, dozens more Jackals rose over the edge of the building, their wings carrying them into lines. They kept coming, hundreds and hundreds. Thousands. “Uh, maybe not.” 
 
    “These are your friends, right Dacre?” Vee said. “Can’t you stop this?” 
 
    “’Fraid not. I kinda sorta lied my face off to them.” 
 
    “Great,” Terry muttered. “I’ll add that to my list of Things I Hate About Dacre Avvalon.” 
 
    Vee loved her friend’s loyalty, but this wasn’t the time or the place. She wasn’t certain what would happen if she or Dacre was killed—whether the ward-shield would continue to hold or die with the ones who’d conjured it. Frankly, she didn’t want to find out. “You have to try,” she said to Dacre. “Tell them the truth now. It’s not too late.” 
 
    Dacre shook his head, but it wasn’t a rejection. “General Kukk’uk,” he started. Vee couldn’t help but be a little disgusted by the fact that he was on a first name basis with a Jackal terrorist, and a leader at that. “I’m sorry I lied to you.” 
 
    You used me, the general clicked, raising a dart gun. Hundreds of other dart guns followed suit.  
 
    “I know. I had no other choice. What was coming would’ve been worse.” 
 
    You are like all the others, Kukk’uk clicked. Always assuming things about my people, about the Cir’u’non. That we are savages. That we are terrorists. That we can be used without repercussions. If you had told me the truth, perhaps I would’ve listened. Perhaps we could’ve worked together in other ways. Maybe nothing would’ve changed. 
 
    Dacre said, “I know that now. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t know. Will your people help us now? Will you protect the weapon and maintain the shields?” 
 
    You’ve left us no choice but to do just that. 
 
    “Thank you. I wasn’t listening before. But I’m listening now.” 
 
    Silence hung for a moment, illuminated by the shield of light that covered the sky above. And then: 
 
    It’s too late, the general said. We will protect the Grem weapon maintaining the shields, but that doesn’t change your betrayal. Or your fate. Fire! 
 
    Thousands of darts were released, a flock of pure liquid aura with the power to kill even the strongest mages amongst them. They dove as one to the ground, shouting at each other to, “Take cover!” scrambling behind the Gremolin’s mag-weapon, darts pinging off the metal and clattering to the floor of the tower.  
 
    “Umm,” Minnow said. “This isn’t good.” He dabbed a finger onto the tip of one of the darts and then licked the dark liquid from his skin. He sighed slightly. 
 
    In the melee, the tubes had been ripped from Vee’s skin, and now she felt the urge. The need. I’m an addict, she thought. Luckily, I can use that. She grabbed a dart and plunged it into her own thigh, feeling the bite, which was swiftly replaced by that feeling. Warmth and life and whoaaaaa. She shook her head, trying to fight off the desire to plunge another dart into her skin, which would likely kill her. Even a mage couldn’t handle too much aura unless it was flowing in and out in short succession. Small details. Plus, she’d spotted something in the sky, something familiar.  
 
    She silently thanked all the godstars that she now believed in. Namea and Vitrios and Maryce and others whose names she didn’t know.  
 
    And then she rose from cover, simultaneously tracing a glyph in the air. “Run,” she said.  
 
    The next round of darts flew toward her as she released the spell.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The darts caught fire, dropping one by one, forming piles of ash on the ground. Dacre tried to stand beside Vee and form his own spell, but she shoved him and shouted, “Go! I’m right behind you!” 
 
    He wanted to refuse, to stay and help her, but he wasn’t her protector. He didn’t know what he was to her anymore. That would be up to her. 
 
    So he obeyed, running with the others for the edge of the tower, angling for the point where the starship would arrive. And then it was there, somewhat beat up and damaged but flightworthy all the same, a door opening in the side a moment later, a furry face appearing.  
 
    “Did someone order a hovertaxi?” the cat said. 
 
    Why am I not surprised she has a cat for a pilot? Dacre wondered. 
 
    He turned back to find Vee running right behind them as she’d promised. Only now she was pursued by a thousand flying Cir’u’non. “C’mon!” he shouted, though it was pointless—she was sprinting as fast as she could, occasionally tracing spells and casting them behind her, slowing her pursuers’ progress.  
 
    And then she was there and they were rushing to the edge and jumping across the open gap and landing with a thud inside the starship, rolling to a stop. 
 
    The doors closed, and the cat said, “Layla, auto-pilot.” The ship took off like a rocket, sending them tumbling down the corridor. 
 
    They fought to the feet in a tight knot, following the cat pilot to the control room, crashing into the walls and clutching anything they could get their hands on to maintain their balance. Vee’s friends settled into jumpseats and Clay slid in beside them, pulling his straps tight and clicking them into place. The furry pilot bounded onto the control platform and worked the ropes like an old pro, a feat made all the more impressive by his lack of thumbs.  
 
    Through the view screen, Dacre saw a world of trouble. Though his mother’s—for he knew it was his mother, the Archchancellor, who had attempted to destroy Jarnum—most powerful attack had been thwarted, the battle was in full swing, Cir’u’non destroyers circling the much larger Alliance starship. Energy-filled fire streaked across the dark expanse of space, blocked by an ever-weakening ward-shield.  
 
    The battle was between them and their destination—the hypertube that would allow them to escape this wretched system.  
 
    “Dacre,” Vee said, grabbing his arm.  
 
    His eyes darted to where his fingers touched him, and several memories jarred themselves loose from his mind. Vee’s hand retracted and they vanished. “I am yours to command,” he said. This was her ship and he trusted her.  
 
    “Well I’m not,” Miranda snapped, starting for one of the mage seats.  
 
    Dacre was about to call after her, to demand she show some respect for Vee, but Vee cut him off. “Let her go. She will help us. Come with me.” 
 
    He followed her to the opposite ladder, glancing back once to find Miranda making short work of the distance to the mage seat, settling in and placing the straw between her lips.  
 
    Vee was at the top of the ladder, looking back for him to follow. He climbed, his eyes never leaving hers. “I…” she said, pausing. The ship shuddered, an errant defensive explosion from the Alliance starship detonating far too close for comfort. Even if no one shot directly at them—and there was no guarantee of that—they were at risk of being hit by the crossfire. Vee firmed up her chin and then continued, more confident now. “Your spell for ice sphere…” she said.  
 
    He knew immediately what she was getting at. “And your spell for fire sphere,” he replied, remembering that time. That time. They’d come up with this crazy idea to each draw half a spell and fuse them together with fire and ice. They tried it in private using a small training mag-pistol, unsure of what the Class of spell would be, or whether the glyph would even accept their aura. It had. The only problem—the pistol had exploded and nearly taken Dacre’s fingers with it.  
 
    His eyes met Vee’s and he smiled. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    It wasn’t madness—no, not anymore. They’d worked together to create the most powerful ward-shield the Godstar Galaxy had ever seen. This was child’s play. Vee smiled and started to draw her half of the spell on the mag-cannon’s screen. He kneeled beside her, using one hand for balance while he drew.  
 
    Their fingers met in the middle, tracing the final lines and curves as one. When they finished, he wanted so badly to link his finger with hers. But he knew he couldn’t. If they were to reconcile, it needed to be her who decided it.  
 
    The moment passed and she turned away, locating the straw. She pulled it toward her lips, drawing in the aura. He saw the tension in her expression melt away. She handed it to him, looking content. He was about to take a long pull of the dark liquid, too, but before the straw reached his lips, the cat pilot shouted, “Incoming!” and then the ship banked sharply to the left just as warning sirens erupted. Dacre tumbled sideways, losing his grip on the straw.  
 
    One hand scrabbled to find purchase on the top rung of the ladder while his other hand found 
 
    Hers.  
 
    Her fingers closed around his wrist, and his gripped hers in kind. The edge of the platform cut into triceps, the pain immense as his weight and the starship’s artificial gravity formed a partnership to drag him down.  
 
    Vee growled through gritted teeth, “Not on my watch.”  
 
    Looking up at her, he watched, mesmerized, as she traced a spell with her finger in the air, watching it glow upon completion, vanished. She pulled back as hard as she could, her face tight, her muscles taut against her skin. Inch by inch, she dragged him back up.  
 
    That’s when their ship was hit.  
 
    He landed back on the platform as the ship shook, red lights flashing from the glass ceiling. More impacts took them, and now Dacre was certain this was no crossfire—they were being targeted.  
 
    Mother, he thought, fighting off the swell of sadness that filled him.  
 
    “We can’t take much more!” the cat yowled. The ship banked sharply back to the right and he crashed into Vee, who continued to hold his hand while the other gripped the edge of the mage seat. He came to rest on top of her, his chest heaving. 
 
    Beneath him, he felt her squirm, but not to dislodge him, to locate the straw. She drew it toward his face. This time it found his lips. He drank, feeling the warmth of the aura fill him.  
 
    More shaking, the ship threatening to tear itself apart. “Hurry,” Vee said. 
 
    Dacre shoved the straw aside and pulled her to a sitting position. Locked together, they twisted to face the mag-cannon, their hands settling on either side of the weapon’s handle. Through the glass dome, they could see dozens of rockets blasting toward them. As one, they pulled the trigger.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    Aftermath 
 
      
 
    The sphere formed of ice and fire had held, barely. It had taken round after round of fire, flashing with red and white light with each explosion. Though the tumult, their starship had emerged unscathed. They’d had just enough fuel to make the short jump into hyperspace. Thankfully, even Vee and Dacre had a chance to strap in, sharing the mage seat, which was more awkward than it should’ve been for two people who’d shared a bed on numerous occasions.  
 
    Protected by the shield they had created, the cat had managed to navigate their ship through the ongoing battle between the Alliance and the Jackals, and the moment they were clear they made the jump.  
 
    “That was fun,” Dacre said.  
 
    Vee blinked and it was like no time had passed and they had no history and the future was bright and shiny and theirs. She blinked again, returning to the complicated present. “Dacre…” 
 
    “Yes, Verity,” he said formally, his eyes glittering.  
 
    “No. You can’t do that. You can’t be that person anymore.” He was too close. He was too far away. 
 
    “Why not? It’s a part of who I am just like the other parts.” 
 
    “Like your mother?” 
 
    His face fell and his gaze slipped from hers though her warmth remained. “Yes. She’s a part of me too.” 
 
    “But you were never trying to help her. Not really.” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “And now? After seeing the—the thing—that’s controlling them? Xantheon.” The name tasted bitter in her mouth.  
 
    “I—I don’t know. It’s not their fault, right?” 
 
    Miranda cut in from across the space, her voice echoing. “That doesn’t matter. They are lost. We would’ve been, too, if we hadn’t spent enough time away from Demonstrous. The god’s control seems to have…diminished over time.” While traveling through hyperspace, Vee and Dacre had explained to the others, in as simple terms as possible, what they’d seen in the vision, which apparently no one else had experienced.  
 
    “I refuse to accept that,” Dacre said.  
 
    “Stubborn, stubborn man,” Vee muttered.  
 
    “Stubborn,” Magic McGee agreed. He was sitting with his back against the wall, no longer strapped in, playing with fireballs.  
 
    “Look,” Dacre said, and it felt odd to Vee that she could still read his expressions. For some reason, she thought the time and distance would’ve wiped all the familiarity away, but instead it had only cast a strange fog around it, like she was in some other dimension. She could see the cogs turning in his mind, stacking facts upon facts to build a tower that would become his argument. “We cannot fight Demonstrous. Even if I’d aimed an amplified attack spell right at it, I don’t think it would’ve made a difference. Despite having weakened, the wards would’ve stopped it. The last thing it, Xantheon, was ready for, however, was a shield, a powerful ward of our own.” 
 
    “So what?” Minnow said. Ever since they’d clambered aboard the ship and rocketed into space he’d had his fists knotted, his knuckles turning white whenever Dacre spoke. Vee loved him for it.  
 
    Dacre said, “So if we, with the Cir’u’non’s assistance—” 
 
    “Whose assistance?” Vee asked. 
 
    “Sorry,” Dacre said. “That’s what the Jackals call themselves. I have much to explain about them, much that has been kept from us. Regardless, if they can maintain the shield, we can protect the galaxy for a long time—years maybe. Even on minimal liquid aura usage, Demonstrous will eventually power down.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous,” Frank said. 
 
    “You’re a talking cat piloting a state-of-the-art starship through hyperspace—I’d say that’s more preposterous than what I’m suggesting.” 
 
    Vee couldn’t stop the snort from escaping. She’d been thinking the same thing. 
 
    “Hmph,” Frank grunted, pretending to busy himself with the control ropes even though the ship was on autopilot. 
 
    “We don’t even know how long the ward-shield will hold,” Vee said to get the conversation back on track.  
 
    “Seventy-nine days,” Dacre said.  
 
    “You calculated it?” Vee asked. “I thought you said there was no way of knowing.” 
 
    Dacre sighed. “We can’t know for certain. But there are ways to make an educated guess. I always knew being a student of artifactial lore would come in handy one day.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “I’m a total geek. Look, many of the prime artifacts have been tested. Especially the ones found and horded by the Alliance. There are formulas out there. I just made some estimates of the amount of liquid aura we infused into our spells, replaced the other variables with the Classes of spells we conjured, and factored in the amplification of the Grem weapon.” 
 
    “Which was what?” Vee asked, trying to visualize what such a formula might look like. 
 
    “Seven point oh six five,” Dacre said. 
 
    Vee understood. “Servos’ Theory. The maximum amplification believed to be possible via tech.” All Academy novices studied the great Mage Artemeos Servos, who’d been as much a scholar of magic as he was a wielder of it. In fact, as a magician he was rather ordinary. But his various theories were the subject of many a datachip.  
 
    “Exactly,” Dacre said. “And the prime artifact I…borrowed…” 
 
    “You’re planning on returning it?” Minnow said. He smacked his fists together aggressively.  
 
    “I was, but then the artifact welded itself to the Grem weapon. As soon as the ward-shield begins to wear off, both will disintegrate, or perhaps even explode, it all depends on the purity of the aura we channeled through the spellscreens to the—” 
 
    “Dacre, focus,” Vee said. If his thoughts were contained in a forest, he’d have run off the path and started wading through shrubbery and thorny branches.  
 
    “Right, sorry. The prime artifact had a known amplification of…twenty-six point seven nine and a bunch of other decimal points. Give or take.” He said it like it was common knowledge. 
 
    The black-market arms dealer Dacre had introduced as the infamous Clay Coffee snorted and muttered, “Freak.” It was the first thing the man had said so far. Vee fought off the urge to cast a spell at him. 
 
    Once more, they were getting off track. “So…what?” Vee asked. “We make sure that in seventy-nine days we are ready to blast the Centaurian mothership out of the void?” 
 
    “There’s a margin of error of around eight days. But yeah, we could do that. Or…” Dacre said slowly, drawing all eyes back to him. “We could find another prime artifact and get the Grems to build another mag-weapon. I could open lines of communication with the Cir’u’non. We could try to convince them to let us use some of their aura supply.” 
 
    “Reinforce the ward-shield,” Vee said.  
 
    “Yeah, why not?” 
 
    “Because that’s like dabbing newskin on a mortal wound,” she said.  
 
    “It will buy us time.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    Dacre threw up his hands. “I don’t know, come up with a better solution.” 
 
    “By better, you mean one that doesn’t involve destroying your previous, planet-eating ship,” Minnow said.  
 
    “No,” Dacre fired back. “Well, maybe. I just think we need to consider all options.” 
 
    Vee felt anger rising in her and she desperately needed a shot of aura. “You have no right to make decisions for us. For me.” 
 
    Dacre looked as if he’d been slapped, but then all the fight went out of him. “I know that.” One of his hands rose up as if to touch her face, but then fell just as quickly. “Vee, I’m sorry. I never meant to—” 
 
    “Well you did.” 
 
    “Can we change the subject?” Terry asked.  
 
    “To what?” Dacre asked. 
 
    “You…” Terry pointed a long, webbed finger at Dacre. “Don’t talk.” 
 
    “To what?” Vee asked, playing along. She needed a distraction from Dacre as much as anything. 
 
    “I’m so glad you asked,” Terry said. “For instance, where the Hole are we going?” 
 
    That was one question Vee knew the answer to: “Home.” They were outgunned and outmanned by the Archchancellor. They needed to escape, to regroup. Only then could they plan their next move. Home sounded pretty good right now.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The Arch looked more beautiful than ever. Vee wondered if it was the effect of having almost lost everything that was important to her—her daughter, her father, her home—or if it was just the strange light cast upon everything by the ward-shield stretching overhead.  
 
    The entire return trip Dacre and Terry had argued over how they should proceed, but Vee stayed out of it. Frank had tried to intervene on several occasions, but the two had fired off bad cat jokes and he’d skulked away and dipped back into his stash of catnip, which Vee had not actually sent out an airlock.  
 
    Magic McGee had slept most of the way through hyperspace, while Minnow hadn’t stopped moving, doing pushups and other exercises, usually with Vee on his back for added resistance. The galactosphere was ablaze with theories on what was happening, but no official statement had been released by the Alliance.  
 
    Probably because the Archchancellor is a Hole-lovin’ alien spy, Vee thought, watching the hoverlimo pull up. The fancy ride wasn’t Miranda’s doing this time, instead arranged by Dacre’s scoundrel of a friend, the infamous Clay Coffee. Apparently, Vectors were no problem for him. 
 
    Not that Vee was complaining. She could get used to riding around in one of these, so long as no one from the Alliance tried to kill them this time.  
 
    As the hoverlimo zipped along the familiar airspace, she gazed across the water, which grew closer and closer with each kilometer. The previous pink hue was gone, the bioluminescent algae having deactivated and withered, melting back into the abyss to deteriorate and become food for the next generation of plant life. The circle of life continued.  
 
    Instead, the ocean had a greenish tint, a combination of blue rays of godstarlight and the white shimmer of the ward-shield. It was almost too beautiful for words, which was why Vee looked away.  
 
    The only thing more beautiful was her daughter, and the reminder caused her chest to tighten. Of course she wanted her daughter to know the truth. Of course she wanted her to meet her father. But…complications. Damn complications.  
 
    The story of my life. 
 
    Minnow reached over and grabbed her small hand in his own large one, squeezing. Comforting. Thank you, she mouthed.  
 
    She noticed Dacre watching them, a slight frown tugging at his lips and eyebrows. She could tell he was trying to figure out what the hand-holding gesture meant. Was it a thing between friends or were she and Minnow an item? She couldn’t help herself, she rubbed her thumb over Minnow’s, drawing a strange look from him. A moment later he caught on and began making circles with his own thumb.  
 
    It was mean.  
 
    It was petty.  
 
    But Vee enjoyed it, as well as the distraction it provided. Maybe there was still hope of reconciliation with Dacre. Maybe not. But that was a challenge for another day. Today was about other things.  
 
    Tomorrow they would decide how to deal with Demonstrous—Xantheon—whatever. 
 
    And after that? If there was an after, she would decide then. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    She’s messing with me, Dacre realized. He managed to keep the frown plastered on his face, watching the two “love birds” pretend to hold hands romantically. There was nothing more than friendship between them, however, of that he was certain.  
 
    Then again, if the huge Minot saw Vee as his little sister, he might very well pound Dacre into pulp just to prove a point.  
 
    Dacre looked away, growing nervous again. Today I’m going to meet my daughter.  
 
    Even the thought sent butterflies scurrying through his stomach. He took a deep breath, trying to refocus on how to handle Demonstrous. Even if no one else seemed to want to talk about it yet, he needed to make plans. He couldn’t let them simply destroy it. The Centaurians were innocent, he believed. Or at least most of them. His mother, probably not so much. She’d been away from their ship long enough to change. But the others… It was the god—Xantheon, he remembered from the vision—who had made them into what they were. Destroyers. Monsters. Murderers. Architects of genocide. But what if Xantheon could be killed? Could a god even be killed? Alternatively, could the connection between the god and the planetship be severed, casting him back out into the outer reaches of space? Dacre closed his eyes. No, he thought. It wasn’t a safe option. The god would only find another race to control, to bend to his will. He will come back because he needs what the Godstar Galaxy has: aura. 
 
    His thoughts were vanquished as the hoverlimo pulled to a stop at the end of a short lane with enormous houses built flush against the ocean. “If you need me, I’ll be watching the holonews,” Terry said, the first to jump out. “Enjoy the big reunion.” And then he was gone.  
 
    Dacre moved to follow him, but Minnow extended a thick arm to block him. “Don’t.” 
 
    Vee said, “It’s okay, Min.” She touched his arm and slowly pushed it away. “Come on.” She stepped out and gestured for Dacre to follow. Through the tinted window he could see the door to the house open. A small girl looked out.  
 
    Dacre’s breath evaporated.  
 
    She was…perfect. She had Vee’s expression, a mixture of seriousness and thoughtfulness, her tiny pink lips like a bowtie. Where am I? he wondered, searching her for any signs of himself. The barest of dimples revealed itself in her left cheek. Just like his. And her eyes… By the godstars… 
 
    Until that moment, he realized he hadn’t truly believed it.  
 
    “Go,” Coffee said. “Meet your daughter.” 
 
    Tears already forming in his eyes, Dacre stepped out. Vee had already run up the lawn and was now hugging the girl. Our girl, he reminded himself.  
 
    And now the girl was peeking around her mother, her face scrunched up in deep concentration again. “Daddy?” she said.  
 
    Vee’s mouth dropped open and Dacre was pretty certain his did too, though he couldn’t tell because his entire body was numb and he felt like he was floating.  
 
    He crouched down and nodded, his vision blurred with unshed tears.  
 
    The little girl extricated herself from Vee and ran to him, crashing into his chest and wrapping her spindly arms around him. He did the same, his eyes closed, his tears leaking out.  
 
    She was so warm, and he could feel her heart beating against his.  
 
    He’d only just met her and already she was his everything.  
 
    And then Vee was there, hugging them both, and the little girl was saying, “Mommy!” with such excitement Dacre worried she might burst, and Vee was apologizing over and over and kissing the girl’s cheeks and the girl was saying it was okay. 
 
    And though Dacre knew this moment was part of a dream and that he would have to wake up to the real world any second now, he enjoyed it for as long as it lasted.  
 
    This was life. This was good.  
 
    And tomorrow he would have to begin planning to kill his own mother.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Vee’s eyes met those of her father as he stood in the doorway, watching them hug and cry. He gave the simplest nod, which caused a sob to escape her lips. He’d told her daughter the truth so she didn’t have to. He’d given her a gift she never knew she wanted.  
 
    She nodded back and everything that had broken between them seemed utterly pointless. A frown appeared, his brow furrowing. Not at her, at something he’d spotted past her. She turned to find Magic McGee standing on the front lawn, his head cocked to the side. When Vee looked back at her father, he’d stepped inside, out of sight.  
 
    Now she felt her own frown tug at her expression. She was missing something. A history less ancient but just as powerful as that of the gods that had formed the galaxy.  
 
    “Grandfather?” a tiny voice said, and Vee looked to see if her father had reappeared in the doorway. No. It was empty. And her daughter wasn’t looking in that direction anyway.  
 
    She was looking at Magic McGee.  
 
    By the godstars… Vee thought, her world of truth beginning to crumble.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    Override 
 
      
 
    Tramone watched as the Archchancellor’s tirade continued for another few minutes. She’d already chased all others from the control room, had broken three or four pieces of equipment that looked both important and expensive, and smashed six—or was it seven?—holoscreens.  
 
    Tramone recounted. It was seven.  
 
    He said nothing, waiting for the fire of her rage to burn itself out.  
 
    Finally, she turned toward him, her entire body shaking with each violent breath. Her eyes met his and it was like a light going out, her anger vanishing in an instant.  
 
    “Tramone,” she said.  
 
    “Yes, Archchancellor?” he said.  
 
    “Your weapon didn’t work.” 
 
    “I know.” Disappointment churned through him. Well, technically the weapon had worked, but it had come up against a more powerful weapon wielded by a more powerful mage or group of mages than the Alliance mages. It was the only explanation. Now his weapon was a smoking pile of rubble. Tramone was fortunate he hadn’t been killed in the explosion, though it had singed his eyebrows.  
 
    “I appreciate someone who doesn’t make excuses for their failures,” she said thoughtfully. “You don’t think I’m a monster?” 
 
    “A monster?” The very idea took Tramone by surprise. Monsters were the ones who waged war day in and day out in the Godstar Galaxy. Monsters were those who’d mocked him his entire life. Monsters were those who’d stationed him in the Outer Reaches of the galaxy to keep watch against an enemy that would never exist—until it did, changing the trajectory of his life forever. “No. I don’t think you’re a monster. More like a savior. You and your people.” 
 
    “So you’ll help me?” 
 
    “Of course. With what?” he asked, though he already knew. While she was destroying things, he was mentally plotting and planning.  
 
    “We’re going to build an even more powerful weapon and take down that ward-shield so the Demonstrous can devour the Godstar Galaxy.” 
 
    Tramone wasn’t the hero in his own galactosphere game.  
 
    No, this time he was the villain.  
 
    And he liked it. 
 
    ~~~*~~~ 
 
      
 
    A personal note from David… 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review and help others discover Star-Born Mage! 
 
      
 
    Keep reading for a sneak peek at The Fatemarked Epic, a 4,000+ page epic adventure full of magic, betrayal, twists and dragons, now a #1 Amazon bestseller in 9 categories! Get a FREE short story from my bestselling high fantasy series, Fatemarked, when you sign up for my mailing list: https://www.subscribepage.com/b2v6v3 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SPELLS USED IN STAR-BORN MAGE  
 
    in order of use by each mage  
 
    (spell Class noted in parentheses) 
 
    Verity “Vee” Toya- Fire Mage, Class 4 
 
    Track (1)- turn a mag-weapon’s ammunition into heat-seeking projectiles 
 
    Incinerate (3)- instantly disintegrate a small object with the heat of a crematorium 
 
    Spray (3)- shatter one’s ammo into thousands of pieces for maximum scattershot 
 
    Fire (1) Burn (1) Torch (1) Ignite (1) Detonate (1) Destroy (1)- a combination spell (Class 5, when used together) that streams a jet of deadly fire. 
 
    Expel (4)- send one’s opponent or an object flying backwards. 
 
    Sphere (3)- summon a fireball 
 
    Shield (2)- create a superheated force field of protection 
 
    Ignite (1)- typically used to infuse mag-bullets, which burst into flame upon contact with their target 
 
    Flame Shield (3)- create a wall of flames 
 
    Superheat (4)- rapidly increase the temperature of the target, generally resulting in destruction 
 
    Pierce (5)- a spearlike thrust of fire capable of defending against magical attacks, but most effective against spells based in ice 
 
    Blast (4)- a long-distance explosion of fire typically channeled through mag-cannons during space warfare involving starships 
 
    Flare (1)- a flash of bright light meant to temporarily blind one’s enemy 
 
    Blowtorch (2)- a jet of fire capable of, given time, burning a hole through almost any material 
 
    Firewire (3)- create hot, coils of wire to burn and bind an enemy simultaneously 
 
    Fireblast (4)- a powerful burst of fire capable of knocking a starship off its trajectory 
 
    Firebeam (4)- an intense laser-like beam of fire that can burn a hole through almost any material instantaneously (an upgraded version of Blowtorch) 
 
    Incinerati (5)- instantly destroy a large object (upgraded version of Incinerate) 
 
    Fire sphere (5)- creates a strong circle of protection around a large object or objects 
 
      
 
    Dacre Avvalon- Ice Mage, Class 5+ 
 
    Frozen (4)- a stream of ice capable of freezing everything in its path 
 
    Ice (1)- a spell used to turn a single object into a block of ice  
 
    Wave (5)- send a tsunami of ice across space 
 
    Pierce (3)- a spearlike icicle attack 
 
    Icepick (4)- when channeled through a mag-blade, this spell can turn an enemy into permanent ice with a single thrust 
 
    Slip (1)- create a carpet of slick ice racing across any terrain 
 
    Ice Shield (3)- the spell name says all you need to know 
 
    Final Combination spell (5): Spear (1), Burst (2), Snowfall (3), Cannon (4), Melt (4), Blizzard (5+) 
 
    Ice sphere (5)- creates a strong circle of protection around a large object or objects 
 
      
 
    Miranda Petros- Air Mage, Class 5+ 
 
    Wind (1)- a wash of air that is, while not powerful, sustainable for a long period 
 
    Gust (2)- a burst of wind only sustainable for a short period 
 
    Tornado (5)- the name of the spell says it all 
 
    Windblast (4)- the antithesis to fireblast, a hurricane-force burst of wind that can stop a moving object in its tracks 
 
    Windwave (5)- a steady, sustained wind used to slow the progress of a large object or enemy 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
    Many thanks to my awesome squad of beta readers as follows: Karen Benson, Laurie Love, Rachel Hill, Anthony Briggs, Nancy Estes, Sheree Whitelock and Abby Cook. May you never be devoured by a Bronzian Grinder! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "The best new fantasy I've read in the last decade." - Book-Absorbed Reviews 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    They are the fatemarked. Misunderstood. Worshipped. Hated. Murdered at birth. Their time to step into the light has come. 
 
    An ancient prophecy foretold their coming, the chosen few who will bring peace to a land embroiled in a century of mistrust and war. When kings start dying, that hope and belief swiftly turns to fear. Roan Loren is one of the fatemarked, but has hidden his mark of power his entire life, fearing the damage it might cause to those around him. 
 
    A great evil is coming. He can't hide anymore. 
 
    In the spirit of fantasy epics like Throne of Glass and The Lord of the Rings, enter a world of magic and dragons, kings and queens, and victory and defeat, during a time when honor and valor still meant something. Fatemarked is now a #1 Amazon bestseller in three categories.  
 
    Start your 4,000+ page epic adventure today. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 A sneak peek at The Fatemarked Epic, available NOW! 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Silent Mountain (circa 518) 
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    The newborn babe awoke in an empty cave, lit by a swathe of green moonlight. The weather was cool, but dry, and a warm blanket swaddled his arms and legs. For a moment he did nothing but stare at the point of a stalactite overhead, which stared right back at him. He was hungry, but he did not cry. 
 
    Heavy footfalls echoed from an indeterminate distance.  
 
    The cave mouth was soon filled by a mountain of a man, near as wide as he was tall, which was saying something considering his eight-foot-tall stature. He’d been called many names in his life, and none of them out of kindness: troll, ogre, beast, monster. I am all of those things, he thought. 
 
    To his friends, who were few, he was known simply as Bear Blackboots, his birth name lost decades ago, squashed under his thunderous trod and what he had become after his mother had been murdered.  
 
    Bear stood over the child, and his long brown beard tickled the nose of the swaddled babe, but the infant didn’t smile nor fuss. 
 
    In one hand, Bear held a book, its brown leather cover worn, its pages yellow and brittle. In the other he held a torch, which he waved over the child’s hairless scalp. 
 
    In a blaze of light that sent the shadows running, a mark burst into being, like a single glowing ember in the midst of a dying fire. The mark was a perfect circle, pierced in eight points by four fiery arrows that split the symbol into eight equal portions, like silver scars from an octagonal mace. 
 
    The enormous man yanked the torch away from the babe with a gasp, and the mark vanished in an instant, leaving the child’s head pale and smooth once more.  
 
    So it’s true, Bear thought. After over a century of searching, his life extended well beyond that of most mortals, he’d finally found his true purpose, the one his mother had foretold the day before she died.  
 
    Because of you, child, the Four Kingdoms shall suffer, Bear thought. Unless I slit your throat now. 
 
    He raised a meaty hand, thick and strong enough to crush small boulders. The edge of a knife glinted. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, he dropped his hand with a sigh, letting the blade fall from his fingers. “What shall be, shall be,” he murmured, his voice grainy and rough from years of disuse. 
 
    Who am I to destroy one with such a destiny, and only an infant who will never know his mother’s breast? Mother? Are you proud of me? Of course, no one answered. She hadn’t answered him for many years.  
 
    From one of the many pockets inside his worn leather overcoat, he extracted a milk jug, capped by a drip cloth. “Eat,” he said. 
 
    The child ate, and for fourteen long years he thrived under the mountain man’s surprisingly gentle care. Bear only referred to the boy by one name as he grew: 
 
    Bane.  
 
      
 
    One 
 
    Fourteen years later (circa 532) 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calyp 
 
    Roan 
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    “Out of the way, cretin!” the horse master shouted as the royal train galloped past, charging for the trio of pyramids in the distance. 
 
    Roan barely managed to fall backwards without getting trampled, his lungs filling with fine dust kicked up under dozens of hooves. As he coughed, he used a hand to cover his mouth with the collar of his filthy shirt. The tattered cloth was brown (though at one time it had been white, its true color eternally lost under layers of Calypsian dust) and as stiff as a leather jerkin.  
 
    Royals, Roan thought, slumping against the side of the sandstone hut he’d crashed into when he fell. He’d been living on the streets of the City of the Rising Sun ever since he’d run away from his guardian, a large, gruff Dreadnoughter by the name of Markin Swansea, six years earlier. Three years ago, Markin had been murdered. As far as Roan knew, his guardian had gone to his grave still protecting his secrets, something he remembered every day of his life.  
 
    “Are you injured?” someone asked, drawing Roan’s attention away from the passing cavalcade.  
 
    “I’m no worse for wear,” Roan grunted, trying to see past the shadows of the stranger’s gray hood, which hid his face from the fiery Southron sun. It wasn’t unusual garb for a Calypsian, their long cloaks designed to protect against both sun and dust.  
 
    The hooded stranger extended a gloved hand and, after a moment’s hesitation, Roan took it, allowing the newcomer to pull him to his feet. “Thank you, …”  
 
    “No one. I am no one,” the stranger said, his voice of a timbre that reminded Roan of sand being gritted between teeth.  
 
    “Well, No One, thank you all the same. I’m Roan.” He was genuinely appreciative—in Calypso acts of goodwill were rare and far between. In a gesture that was automatic, if pointless, Roan shook as much of the loose dirt off his clothing as possible. Stubbornly, his shirt remained brown and filthy.  
 
    “You can see me?” the stranger asked. 
 
    Roan eyed him warily, wondering whether the odd man had been chewing shadeleaf, which was known to cloud the mind. “Yes,” he said. “I can see you.” 
 
    The royal procession continued to thunder past while Roan and the stranger watched it without expression. Throngs of dark-skinned Calypsians lined the streets. Though the plague—a strange flesh-eating disease transmitted by touch—had been running rampart through the city for years, the city dwellers obviously weren’t letting it affect their day to day lives. They wore colorful cloaks that stood out against the beige sandstone huts. Some cheered their leaders, but most remained silent. Perhaps they were weighed down by the heat.  
 
    Amongst the horses in the cavalcade were several guanik, long, reptilian creatures armored with black scales. As they impressively kept stride with the horses, their pink, snake-like tongues flicked between rows of dagger-like teeth. Their riders were the guanero, the royal guardians of Calypso.  
 
    While Roan watched the guanik and their hooded riders with narrowly disguised disgust, an authoritative voice suddenly shouted, “Halt!” Like appendages attached to a single creature, the line of horses and guanik reared to an abrupt stop, raising yet another cloud of dust. 
 
    When the fog cleared, Roan saw a broad-shouldered man wearing leather riding armor slide from his guanik’s scaly shoulders. His black hair was spiked in a dozen places, held up by some kind of shiny liquid.  
 
    Roan knew exactly who he was, and hated him for it.  
 
    The shiva, the master of order in Calyp. This man had the authority of House Sandes, the empire’s governing family. Roan had once watched him run down a woman in the street for some crime she’d never had the chance to defend herself from.  
 
    And now he was walking toward Roan and the hooded man standing beside him. 
 
    “Ho, beggar!” the shiva called. 
 
    Roan said nothing, but was dimly aware of the way the stranger beside him tensed up, shuffling back a step.  
 
    “You are a stranger to these parts, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “I have not once asked for anything,” Roan said. “Therefore I am no beggar. And just because I’m a stranger to you doesn’t make me a stranger to Calypso.” 
 
    Regardless of whether he was or was not a stranger, Roan didn’t understand why this man would waste a moment on him. The shiva scowled at Roan. He was garbed from head to toe with leather armor marked with the royal sigil, a silver dragon over a rising red sun. He eyed Roan and the stranger warily, his dark eyes darting between them. “I spoke not to you, but to your companion.” 
 
    Roan glanced at the hooded stranger. “He is not my companion. We’ve only just met.” And yet Roan found himself stepping in front of the man, blocking him. Defending him? 
 
    “Then move aside.” 
 
    Roan didn’t, and he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because he showed me kindness. Perhaps because he cared. 
 
    The shiva sneered at Roan. “What are you going to do, peasant?” 
 
    Nothing, Roan thought. Choke on dust. Burn up under the sun. Help no one but myself. Live the only life I was ever offered.  
 
    “Oh no. Not again,” the stranger murmured behind him. Confused, Roan looked at the man, who had thrown back his hood and was staring at his gloved hand in horror. The gray glove had a slight tear in it, on the heel of his palm, exposing a sliver of white flesh.  
 
    Roan was instantly drawn to the man’s face, which was much younger than his voice had suggested. His skin was the palest Roan had ever laid eyes on, as white as the eastern clouds or the northern snowfields, a physical trait that was extremely rare in Calyp. His flesh was also parchment thin, doing little to mask the bright blue veins running beneath the surface. But more than any of that, Roan noticed the man’s eyes, which were as red as sunrise.  
 
    And those red eyes were staring at Roan. “I’m sorry,” he said, stumbling backward, throwing his hood back over his head. He turned to run, tripping over his own feet before catching his balance and darting into an alley.  
 
    Odd, Roan thought. Then again, he’d met a lot of strange people growing up as an orphan in Calypso.  
 
    “Gods be with us,” the shiva said, jerking Roan’s attention back to the halted procession. The shiva was backing away, scrabbling at his leather breastplate, attempting to yank it over his mouth and nose.  
 
    Roan frowned. The rest of the royal guards were backing away, too, the fear obvious in their eyes. “The plague,” someone said. Then, louder: “He’s afflicted with the plague!”  
 
    A woman screamed, high-pitched and piercing. 
 
    Roan shook his head. What are they talking about?  
 
    That’s when he felt it. An itch on his cheek. He reached up to scratch his face and noticed something on his hand. A bump, red and puffy. He inhaled sharply, dropping his hand to rest beside the other. Before his very eyes, dozens of fiery bumps rose to the surface of his skin, seeming to jostle for position.  
 
    Roan fell to his knees, still staring at his diseased hands. Beyond him, he could see the shiva’s black boots standing in the dirt. 
 
    For some reason, he crawled forward, reaching for the boots, feeling the need to touch them. Maybe my hand will go right through them. Maybe this is a dream. In his heart, however, he knew it wasn’t.  
 
    The moment before his fingers brushed the shiva’s boots, a shadow closed in from the side, swinging a weapon of some kind, which thudded against his skull with a vicious crack.  
 
    He collapsed, his cheek pressed to the dust, a set of dark eyes materializing overhead. The shiva vanished from sight as he was pulled away by his guardsmen, who created a human wall around him.  
 
    Roan’s vision was obliterated as a thick sack was thrown over his eyes. 
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    When Roan awoke it was dark. The sun had long retreated beyond the horizon, and the night held an unnatural chill so foreign to Calypso that he instantly knew he was no longer in the city of his childhood.  
 
    But if not Calypso, then where?  
 
    Roan tried to think, but it was difficult when his head was pounding. He reached up to feel the side of his scalp, which was bulging and crusted with blood. His ear was badly damaged too, and he wondered if his hearing would be affected. Not that it mattered. 
 
    He touched his face to find his once-smooth skin covered in bumps on top of bumps, each filled with heat. He scrubbed at them with the heel of his hand, which was also bumpy and burning. He had the sudden urge to run. To where, he did not know. 
 
    As Roan fought weakness and fear to push to his knees, the wind howled over him, and he shivered.  
 
    The first strange thing Roan noticed: Even after the breath of wind dissipated, its mournful howling continued like an echo through the night.  
 
    The moan was filled with pain, and sadness, and hopelessness.  
 
    The nightmarish events rushed back through his mind, pounding away like the throbbing in his skull: the royal procession; the gray-hooded stranger; the unexpected words spoken between he and the shiva; the torn glove; the fear in the eyes of everyone who stared at him. 
 
    The plague.  
 
    He had the plague, and he knew exactly who had given it to him. 
 
    The stranger with the porcelain skin. Not again, the man had said.  
 
    Something clicked in Roan’s mind. The plague had been tormenting Calyp for half a decade. No one truly knew its origin, or whether it could be stopped. Some said it was conjured by the Phanecians, a silent weapon in the ongoing civil war that had ripped through the Southern Empire for twelve long years. Others, however, whispered of the Beggar, whose simple touch supposedly transmitted the disease. The most superstitious believed him to be a wraithlike demon, while others said he was simply a man borne with evil inside of him.  
 
    Now, after seeing the sadness in the stranger’s eyes, Roan knew the truth: The Beggar was a young man, like him, cursed with something he never asked for. Despite what the stranger had done to him, Roan felt sorry for him.  
 
    Something scuffled nearby, and then a heavy force bashed into his side, knocking him off balance. A woman’s hot breath splashed against his face. A foul odor filled his nostrils.  
 
    “Help me!” the woman cried, her plea punctuated by the howls of her companions, who suddenly surrounded Roan. They appeared to be Calypsians, all of them, their skin as dark as night. One of them held a torch, waving it around like a sword, illuminating grotesque faces that Roan knew would haunt him for the rest of his life.  
 
    Their eyes were bulging from their skulls, their tongues lolling from their lips, their mottled skin dripping from their bones.  
 
    Even as he thought the word monsters, he knew it was not true. For they were merely human victims, like him, transformed by the fast-moving disease.  
 
    Gnarled hands reached for Roan, as if to embrace him, but he swatted them away, feeling a burst of energy rush through his blood as something he’d kept hidden for a long time flared from his chest, right over his heart. For there he bore what the southerners referred to as a tattooya—a mark of power. In the west they referred to the very same as sinmarks, while in both the east and north they simply called them skinmarks. One of the southern princesses, Fire Sandes, even had one—the firemark. But he’d heard of a half-dozen others, too, spread throughout the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    He was one of them.  
 
    But perhaps not for long. 
 
    The heat spread from his chest to his face to his torso, flowing outward to his limbs like a ripple in a pond.  
 
    This time the heat wasn’t from the plague. This time it was his own curse, the curse that led to his life as an orphan in a foreign land. For once, his curse felt almost like a blessing.  
 
    His body healed as he ran, dodging arms and legs and bodies, each more horrifying than the one before. Bodies littered the ground, most unmoving, and Roan tripped on one, his ankle turning sharply. He cried out, but his yell was cut short when he came face to face with a living skull, its teeth rattling as its jaws opened and closed. What was left of the victim moved slowly, reaching for him.  
 
    Roan slashed his elbow across the skeleton’s skull, knocking it away.  
 
    Should be dead, should be dead, should be dead, he thought, shocked by how long the plague kept its victims alive before eventually turning them to dust. It was unnatural. Then again, so am I, he reminded himself as heat rushed to his ankle, healing his stretched tendons.  
 
    He was on his feet again a moment later, winding a ragged path through the corpses, sighing in relief as the wails and moans faded into the distance.  
 
    What now? Roan wondered, even as he realized exactly where he was. They called it Dragon’s Breath, an island off the coast of Citadel, the northernmost city in Calyp. The island, located in the glassy waters of Dragon Bay, was once home to a vicious tribe of cannibals, but the Calypsians had decimated them and rebuilt the land to quarantine all plague victims until the disease finished them off.  
 
    According to city gossip, the island was surrounded by an immense wall. Victims were dropped over the sides. They should die from such a fall, but the plague wouldn’t let them. The plague held no mercy, only pain and torture to the very end. Roan must’ve been dropped, too, stumbling feverishly across the terrain to where he ended up. If not for the power of his own tattooya, he’d probably already be too far gone.  
 
    Roan wheeled about in a circle—a dark shape surrounded him, rising up toward the red, green, and gold stars. The wall is real, Roan thought. Which might mean the other obstacle was real, too, but he chose not to think too hard about that. Not yet. The wall was first, then whatever came next.  
 
    Although he could sense the plague all around him, hanging thickly in the fetid air, Roan did not have the plague. Not anymore. He’d used his curse to take care of that little problem.  
 
    Unfortunately, healing himself had left him feeling drained and ashamed. All of these people were in need of what he could offer, and he selfishly chose to help himself. But there were too many to help. Even if he wanted to, he would collapse from exhaustion before he could heal them all. And then he would die. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to focus. His legs felt like lead, but he forced them forward, toward a part of the ground that seemed less littered with bodies.  
 
    Dark shapes stumbled across the open terrain, the living dead wandering without purpose.  
 
    What felt like hours later, Roan reached the wall, which appeared to stretch all the way to the heavens. All along the base of the wall were bodies in various stages of decay. They formed a pyramid, not unlike the enormous pyramids of Calypso, except constructed of flesh and bone rather than stone and mortar. At its apex, the ramp reached nearly halfway to the wall’s summit.  
 
    Despite its morbid nature, the human pyramid strategy was an interesting one. Plague victims continued to flock toward the wall, climbing the bodies, eventually succumbing to the disease at the top, becoming new building blocks for future victims to climb. For those afflicted with the plague, climbing the wall would be next to impossible, but perhaps for Roan, who still had his strength… 
 
    Roan started his ascent, using his hands to steady himself on the unbalanced terrain. His power flared up each time the plague attempted to infiltrate his body, holding the disease at bay. Other climbers noticed his progress, and tried to grab him, their mouths opening to reveal toothless maws. He knocked their disease-weakened arms away and fought onward.  
 
    When Roan reached the top of the human pyramid, he was exhausted, his knees trembling, his back sore. Even his bones felt weary, the constant use of his power sapping them of all strength.  
 
    Three plague victims were trying to grasp the stone, but their dark skin was slippery with sweat from the fever burning through their bodies. Hearing Roan’s approach, they turned, their lips contorted with pain. “Help me,” one said, his teeth chattering. “Please,” said another. “Please.” The third one only reached blindly for Roan; her eyes were milky and unseeing.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roan said, trying to dodge around them. 
 
    The largest one, a man who might’ve once been as tall as Roan before the plague hunched his back and bent his legs, moved far quicker than Roan thought possible. Like him, he might’ve been a new arrival, not yet fully broken. He grabbed Roan around the neck and slammed him against the wall, his breaths coming hot and quick. Spit flew from his mouth as he demanded, “Give me a boost, boy!” 
 
    Roan could feel the plague trying to squirm inside him, the force of his tattooya fighting back valiantly. His vision began to blur from the effort. He had the sudden desire to stop fighting, to give in to the disease, to embrace the darkness and relief it would eventually bring.  
 
    His legs wobbled. His heart stuttered. His breath clawed in and out of his throat with ragged gasps.  
 
    And then he remembered his mother. Not her, exactly, for he couldn’t remember anything about her. Only what his guardian had told him about her, how strong and good she was. How she’d sacrificed everything so he could live. 
 
    Could he really throw away her sacrifice so easily? 
 
    He couldn’t and he wouldn’t. “I will help you,” he choked out, feeling the sting of the lie in his throat, even as the man released his grip.  
 
    The second he was free, he used the wall for leverage and kicked out, knocking the man down the human hill. He smashed into the blind woman, sending her flying as well. The third victim tripped of his own accord, screaming in pain. 
 
    Roan’s stomach hurt from what he had done, but he forced himself to turn back toward the wall.  
 
    He had two choices, die or climb, and that was no choice for a man like Roan.  
 
    Mustering what strength he had left, he raised his arms and began to climb.  
 
    Thankfully, the wall was hastily constructed and eroded by steady ocean winds, and he had no difficulty finding hand and footholds. Still, with his last reserves nearly depleted, the biting wind threatened to tear him from the wall with each inch he gained. Every time he stared up, the apex seemed farther and farther away, an unreachable goal. 
 
    He refused to look down at all the poor souls he had abandoned.  
 
    He began to growl with each step up, his feet aching, his hands cracked and bleeding from gripping the rough stone. He was no longer capable of healing himself.  
 
    But then, like a rocky coastline disappearing into the sea, the wall ended. He sprawled on the broad windswept surface, unable to hold back a sudden burst of laughter. His chest rose and fell. His hands dripped blood. His muscles spasmed and cramped.  
 
    And, despite the gnawing hunger he suddenly felt in the pit of his stomach, Roan drifted off into a deep sleep.  
 
    Beneath him, just outside the island’s walls, the slumbering dragon’s chains rattled as it began to stir. 
 
      
 
    Click HERE to continue reading! 
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