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      My daughter and I craved sweetblood like our lungs craved oxygen.

      Too long without it, and the cracks started to show. Nova’s cries grew more pained, and I ended up struggling to cope with the shrill sound of them rattling my eardrums. I hated to admit it, but it made me want her as far from my arms as possible.

      And right now, having waited in this damn customs line for half a day, my addiction was controlling me more than maternal instinct. Although, thankfully, she was fast asleep at the moment. The bag full of sweetblood was back at the pod, and it was all I could think about.

      “Where will you be staying on Mallaroticzyshkravanczyrmo?” the customs official repeated, his tone impatient.

      I was miles away, dreaming of sweetblood. Without the blackwatch tuber tea to take the edge off my cravings, I’d taken to weaning myself off the substance, a taste at a time. It had been working until we’d ended up stuck in this endless line, trying to get the right documents to enter Mallarot as legal visitors.

      The plan to go straight to the Stargazer planet had been put on hold momentarily while we got the crew back together. I’d wanted to meet the others close to the location that was buzzing around in Stone’s head, but Lauren had contacted us a day or so ago to suggest it might be better if we met on a neutral planet, so we could go over the plan and regroup.

      So, we’d ended up on Mallarot after all.

      In all honesty, I was glad of the detour. It only seemed right, after losing Mort, that we should pay homage to the place he was born, and perhaps bring some closure to his family, assuring them that he had been a hero, in the end. For what he had done for me, Navan, and Nova, I would forever be indebted to him. I just wished he was still around so I could tell him to his face. I missed him so much more than I ever expected to. Nova did, too—I could see it in the way she looked around sometimes, as though someone were missing.

      “Miss, where will you be staying on Mallaroticzyshkravanczyrmo?” the customs official snapped, waving a hand in front of my face.

      Navan interjected as my attention snapped back to the official. “We’re planning to stay with a friend’s family. They reside here on…” He trailed off, floundering over the full name of the planet.

      “Unfortunately, we’ve lost the address,” I added, smiling as sweetly as possible. To be honest, I was just looking forward to cleaning the layers of grime and exhaustion off my crawling skin and getting a hot meal in my belly. Navan looked as broken as I felt, both of us suffering the aftereffects of traveling through space in a cramped pod with a newborn baby. At least Nova could fall asleep in my arms and be comfortable; I hadn’t slept properly in days.

      “A friend’s family?” The customs official didn’t seem convinced. “Do you know how many travelers I get through here, like yourself, claiming they’re coming to see a ‘friend’s family?’”

      “Shifters are a friendly people. I imagine they get a lot of visitors,” I replied, attempting charm, though the official looked anything but impressed. He seemed bored and world-weary, as though he’d rather be anywhere else.

      “That supposed to be a wisecrack?”

      I shook my head. “No, officer, not at all. I genuinely mean it. My friend was very thoughtful, and I can only assume the rest of his kind are the same.” It felt weird to speak about Mort in the past tense.

      “Say I do believe you’re not making a joke at our expense—I’m still going to need some answers. For a start, who’s the family friend?” the official pressed. It was clear from his tone that, if we didn’t give the right reply, we’d be taken in for further questioning. Out of the corner of my eye, shifter guards in gaudy yellow uniforms were glancing at this particular post, preparing to haul us into custody if the occasion called for it. They had huge guns cradled like strange metal children in their fleshy arms.

      “Our friend Mort passed away very recently…” I paused, taking a breath. “And we’re here to inform his parents.” It was only a half lie. Yes, we were here to rendezvous with our friends, away from Vysanthean territory, but we could kill two birds with one stone this way—no matter what Mort’s parents thought of him the last time they saw one another, he was still their son. They deserved to know what had happened to him. Maybe the loss of him might fix the damage that had been done to their relationship.

      “This ‘Mort’ you speak of, you don’t happen to know his full first name, do you?” The customs official was getting less amused by the minute. “Mort is a common nickname out here, short for a lot of things. Doesn’t help me much.”

      I flashed an anxious glance at Navan, remembering how stubbornly Mort had refused to reveal his proper first or last name, always saying I’d never be able to pronounce it.

      “I just knew him as Mort,” I said weakly, wishing again that he were here.

      The journey from Vysanthe’s atmosphere had been a desperately sad one, my emotions all over the place. The image of the iris closing on Aurelius murdering my friend had become a constantly replaying nightmare in my head—hard to shake and even harder to process. Moreover, the knowledge that Ezra and Aurelius would be coming after us, just as soon as they took over the queens’ united side, weighed heavy.

      “Last name?” The customs official sighed, his fleshy hand reaching for something on the desk ahead of him.

      “I don’t know that either. Like I say, I only knew him as Mort. He always said I’d never be able to pronounce his full name, so he never told me what it was,” I replied, knowing how feeble the argument sounded.

      The official plucked up a device and lifted it to his mouth, ready to rally the cavalry.

      “Wait!” I said, panicking. “He was pretty infamous on this planet when he was younger. I think he tried to impersonate a renowned diplomat, or something, and spent a while living on Almaghura, pretending to be this guy? He left not long after that. I know it’s not the best thing to be telling you, but his parents deserve to know what happened to him.”

      A look of surprise registered in the official’s red-veined eyes. “You mean Mortozyczmirnov Azabaratafaraxcyn? I know the guy… hell, everyone knows the guy around here. You probably should’ve started with that, might’ve saved us all a bit of time.” A hint of a smirk tugged at his slippery lips.

      “Well, at least he was right about one thing. I never would’ve been able to pronounce his name.” Another attempt at levity fell flat on its ass, the shifter official glancing at me as though I were an idiot. “Anyway… can you find his parents’ address for us? I promise we’ll be out of your hair ASAP.”

      The official folded his arms across his chest. “Maybe the Azabaratafaraxcyns don’t want to know anything about their son. He was dead to them the moment he broke our most sacred law. I doubt they’ll be too upset to hear he’s actually snuffed it.”

      “Maybe not, but it might give them some closure,” I insisted. “Nobody forgets their child, no matter what that child has done.”

      “Your kind must be very different from ours, miss.”

      “Well, what if it gives them some relief?” Navan said. “They might want to know that it’s all over, that they no longer need to be embarrassed about the son who brought them such disgrace. Would you rob them of that?”

      I was about to launch into another reason why the shifter should let us onto his planet when Nova gave a shrill shriek of displeasure. Her hands balled into fists, which she beat against my chest, her face contorting in a mask of red-cheeked discomfort. We’d been waiting our turn for almost six hours, leaving the pod in the inbound shipyard, and it had been about that since her last vial of sweetblood. In her wail, I could hear the shiver of torment that trilled only when she hadn’t had her craving sated. It wasn’t mere hunger; it was something more visceral than that.

      The official glanced down at Nova as her cries grew louder, her eyes squeezed shut in desperation as her lungs heaved out the pained wails. Against my arm, her scarlet wings pushed downward in defiance, her whole body trying to arch itself out of my grasp.

      “Can’t you do anything about… that?” the customs official asked tersely, scowling.

      “Afraid not,” Navan replied, squaring his shoulders. No matter the situation, he always knew how to project an air of confidence. “Not until we get our papers to go through to Mort’s family, anyway.”

      The official pulled a face. “Fine. Anything to get that thing away from here,” he muttered, reaching for a laser stamp and holding it above a metal rectangle shaped like a credit card.

      A set of symbols appeared on the smooth surface. The shifter waited for the lettering to cool before handing Navan the metal pass. He pointed to a square at the bottom-right corner.

      “Scan this panel across your navigation system and it’ll put the coordinates in for you. Welcome to Mallaroticzyshkravanczyrmo.” It was the most insincere welcome I’d ever received, but it was a relief to hear the words.

      Taking the laser-printed pass and following the snaking exit path toward the inbound shipyard, where our pod was clamped, Navan reached over and took Nova from me. He lifted her into the air, swinging her gently, trying to get her to smile. When that didn’t work, he pulled her closer and blew raspberries against her tummy, earning a small giggle that bubbled up from the back of her throat. His focus was entirely on her—this little creature that we’d made—his face beaming up at her as her balled fists reached out for him. With Nova slightly calmer, he swung her slowly from side to side, singing quietly to her as we walked along.

      Despite feeling like a dead woman walking, I’d never been more in love with Navan than I was at that moment. He was the father of my child, the love of my life, the husband I’d never expected, and he had quieted my beloved daughter—a baby who could split open a skull with her addicted wails.

      “Do you think we’ll be safe here?” I asked, shaking out my tired limbs. Navan and I had been taking turns holding Nova throughout our six-hour wait, but he had way more stamina than me, thanks to his coldblood genetics. He was barely breaking a sweat, while I felt like I might crumble.

      He nodded, still rocking Nova. “Mort was right when he said nobody comes here for anything interesting. Nobody will expect us to be here, not even Ezra and Aurelius.”

      “And you think the others will be able to swoop down without anyone noticing?”

      “We only needed to do this the legal way so we could stay low and keep hidden, without worrying about Mallarot authorities blowing our cover or throwing us in some shifter prison,” he replied. “All the others need to do is touch down for a couple of hours, max. They’ll be in and out before anyone has the chance to say anything.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He smiled. “Positive.”

      “Did Bashrik say whether Alfa and Dio were coming along?” He had spoken to Bashrik yesterday, when the brothers checked in with one another. They were coming straight from Lunar HQ to join us, arriving in a few days’ time on one of the modified Fed ships.

      “No, they’ve taken another ship and are heading to rendezvous with Niniver and that Carokian guy,” he replied, giving me a wry smile. “I think they’ve had enough of our problems.”

      I chuckled. “I don’t blame them. Are they okay?”

      “Alfa got picked up a while back. A onceover from the Rexombran wisewoman and he was fine. Dio is much better, too. I think they’re just ready to go back to their old lives,” he muttered. “Although, apparently it was Stone who told Alfa to head back to their junkyard ship. The two of them are best friends; I doubt he’d leave willingly.”

      “Why do you think he did that?”

      “Not sure. Maybe he thought his friend had done enough. I’d say singlehandedly surviving at the rebel base, and taking out hordes of enemies at the same time, is enough to warrant a rest. Or maybe Stone is worried about his business going under, and needs someone to take over while he’s gone?”

      I nodded. “He has been away from the stealing and trading business for a while. Do you think Stone will go back to it, once all of this is over?” It was something I’d been wondering for a while, though I had to admit it came from a selfish place. I was worried he might take Lauren with him, when this madness finally came to an end.

      “I’ve got no idea what that renegade will do when all’s said and done. He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’ll ever change his ways, but I didn’t think I’d be the kind of guy who’d change mine, either,” he said, smiling. “It takes the right person and the right circumstances.”

      I leaned into his shoulder, feeling my heart swell. If Lauren and Stone loved each other as much as I loved Navan, then maybe that was enough reason to let her go. If her path led to joining him on his junkyard ship, traveling the universe together, then who was I to stop them?

      “And you didn’t mention Nova?” I asked.

      “No. I thought it best we save that for when we’re all back together. It’ll be easier to explain that way.”

      “I agree.”

      After a few minutes, we reached the pod, which was clamped in a bay in the immigration port. The shipyard was overcrowded and dirty, the sky stormy overhead, with travelers pouring toward the never-ending customs lines that snaked backward. Relieved to be away from it, I waited for Navan to swipe the metal card over the scanner, the clamps releasing as the pod door opened. He stepped in first, lifting a vial from the bag of sweetblood. Pulling out the stopper, he settled down with Nova at the rudimentary pilot’s chair, multitasking as he poured the golden liquid into her mouth and got us in the air.

      I sat behind him, watching us lift away from the shipyard. “What if Mort’s parents won’t take us in?” I asked, feeling a tremor of doubt.

      After all, it wasn’t as though we had many options. If they kicked us out, we’d have nowhere to go… and I couldn’t bear the thought of another night sleeping in that pod with my husband and child cramped in there with me.

      Navan stared through the curved windshield of the pod, his slate eyes fixed ahead. “We’ve got to hope that they do.” He turned to me, smiling sadly. “I mean, they put up with Mort for long enough. I’m sure we’ll be a piece of cake by comparison.”

      I knew he meant well, trying to make me laugh, but it was all a bit too raw. One day, I’d be able to grin and chuckle and reminisce about all the things that had happened with the errant shifter, especially knowing my own death wouldn’t have stopped Mort from cracking jokes, but I needed a bit more time. So, I simply put on a smile and watched my husband feed our daughter, while measuring out the tiniest drop of sweetblood for myself… just to take the edge off this doozy of a week. Hell, this doozy of a year.
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      As I watched the planet’s surface whizz by below us, everything was tinged with a rusty orange palette. The ground itself seemed to be forged from a burnished orange dirt, which swept across a vast, barren landscape in dense plumes of swirling dust clouds, whipped up by fierce winds that buffeted the pod. At least we didn’t have to worry about Aurelius tracking us—the pod was fitted with a stealth mode that prevented anyone from picking it up. Plus, Navan had double-checked for any hidden trackers.

      Beyond the main towns and cities situated around the immigration port, there didn’t seem to be much in the way of community out here. Even then, those towns had been unpleasant to the eye, nothing but a series of dull cubed towers, all made from the same brownish-red stone, with blacked-out windows that peered across the landscape like the dead eyes of a shark. The smaller structures and houses in the suburbs, which extended from the town centers, were no better. They were made up of uniform lines of boxy buildings that lacked any uniqueness whatsoever, each one identical to the next.

      Now, in rural Mallarot, there was nothing but endless fields of churned, rusty-orange earth. Twisted black plants emerged from the dirt, but they had no leaves or flowers to speak of, and nothing grew from their feeble branches. Whatever they were growing—gumshi, most likely—was clearly buried deep belowground. Miles and miles passed between one ranch and the next, and the farmhouses were stark and simple, raised from a basic wood structure with verandas wrapping around the outside. These were nicer than the townhouses and tower-blocks of the cities, but they were no less uniform.

      In the fields, shifters toiled away, ripping strange, pallid gourds out of the ground. I couldn’t help thinking they looked like skulls, the tough exterior glinting in a sickeningly bone-like way.

      Then again, maybe I’d been around death and battle too long, prompting me to see decay where there wasn’t any.

      “How far away are we?” I asked, turning away from the latest batch of gumshi farmers below.

      They barely looked up as we passed, focusing intently on their work. Back in Texas, Mr. Churnley had insisted there was a certain peace to be found in farming—in the certainty of it, and the rhythmic repetition of the day’s tasks—though the three of us girls had been too distracted to ever find that peace.

      Now, I had to wonder if he’d been right.

      “The navigation system says we’re ten minutes away,” Navan replied. We’d been in the air for almost half an hour, powering across the landscape of Mallarot. Nova was asleep in her usual compartment, sated by the sweetblood. I envied her ability to curl up and go to sleep wherever she liked, though I didn’t resent her for it. I supposed this creeping sense of exhaustion was just the inevitability of being new parents.

      I smiled at him, moving across the pod to sit beside him. “How are you still going?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How are you still powering through? I mean, don’t get me wrong, you look like you could do with a decent wash and a sleep, but nobody would think you’d been up for days from the way you’re swinging babies around and keeping this pod from plummeting to the ground.”

      “Call it coldblood tenacity,” he said with a chuckle. “We’re like clockwork; you wind us up and we’ll keep going until we have absolutely nothing left. Anyway, I have my two girls to think about. If I fall asleep at the wheel, or collapse from exhaustion, I risk putting you in danger. I’ll push through anything to stop that from happening. Plus, I haven’t recently pushed a living being out of my body—you’re entitled to feel pretty wiped out. Any complaining I did would pale in comparison.”

      I smiled. “I love you, Navan Idrax, you beast of stamina.”

      He leaned over, a laugh rising from his throat, before tilting his head to kiss me. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he whispered, his lips grazing mine. “I love you, too.”

      Ten minutes later, as promised, a shack came into view on the dusty horizon. It was exactly the same as the other ranch-style buildings we’d seen, the whole thing built from battered wood, which had taken on that same reddish tone of the surrounding land through years of weathering.

      A male shifter was working on a small patch of gumshi, close to the farmhouse, raking through the dirt with what looked like a curved, oversized spoon. He kept pausing every minute or so to scratch at the back of his neck with a frankly nauseating vigor, his red-veined eyes rolling back into his head with a look of intense pleasure. Unfortunately, it was impossible to look away. I wondered if it was the reddish dust, getting into his folds, causing him irritation.

      I got up and walked over to the compartment where Nova was sleeping, picking her up and plucking a fresh vial of sweetblood from the bag. I put a few more in my pockets, just in case this meeting lasted longer than anticipated. Navan turned to look at me, a furrow of worry on his brow.

      “I’m going to feed her another vial to get her through the next few hours, that’s all. She went a long time without it back there, and she’ll still be hungry,” I explained. “The last thing we need is her wailing, and Mort’s parents having the same reaction as that customs official. Relax, I’m not having any more until tonight. Three drops a day, as agreed.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      I cut him off with a knowing glance. “I understand why you’re concerned, but I’ve got it under control. I’m not going to slip up again.”

      “But if you do, I just want you to know that it’s okay. I’ll be here, no matter what.”

      “Another reason I adore you,” I said, feeling unbelievably lucky despite our less-than-favorable situation.

      Slowly, the pod descended toward the dusty earth, setting down in a stretch of arid land to the side of the farmhouse. The male shifter watched the vessel land, his red-veined eyes narrowed in curiosity as he stopped what he was doing and leaned against the shaft of his spoon-like equipment. All the while, he scratched away at the back of his neck, going at it with unsettling ferocity. I wished I had a cream I could offer him to stop him from scratching in such a stomach-churning manner.

      The pod door slid open, and the three of us—Navan, Nova, and I—got out, heading for the male shifter, who was watching us intently. The ground below our feet was soft and spongy, giving like fresh snow, leaving deep imprints of our footsteps as we closed the gap between ourselves and the waiting shifter.

      Reaching him, I cradled Nova in my arms, feeding her the last of the sweetblood vial.

      “Hello there,” Navan said brightly, as I continued with what I was doing, focusing on tipping the bottle slowly. Too much at once, and she tended to splutter. “We’re here to give Mort’s parents a message. Are you his father?”

      The shifter frowned. “Did Mort send you?”

      “In a way… yes.”

      “How did you find us?” His gaze flickered toward the vial of sweetblood, where it stayed, even as Navan was speaking to him. The shifter was looking at the golden liquid with such greedy hunger that I almost bolted back to the pod out of fear.

      “The customs officials gave us your address after we told them who sent us,” Navan continued, undeterred. “I hope you don’t mind the intrusion. We thought we’d better come and deliver the message face-to-face, instead of sending a note or something.”

      He grunted. “Okay, well, I guess you’re here now. Would probably be rude of me to leave you out here with no kind of hospitality.” He sighed, as though we were a burden, his eyes still fixed on the vial of sweetblood. “The name’s… just call me Bosen, like everyone else does. It’ll be easier for all of us, instead of you butchering my proud name. And yes, for my sins, I’m the father of that worthless gumshi maggot.”

      Navan offered out his hand, evidently trying to distract him from the vial. “I’m Navan Idrax, and this is my wife, Riley. The baby is Nova.”

      “Charmed, I’m sure,” Bosen muttered bluntly, licking his lips. “Funny mix, the pair of you. I’d ask how you ended up like this, but I’m not an idiot. You coldbloods always think we’re the lowest of the low, don’t you? Well, not old Bosen, I can promise you that.”

      It seemed the shifter was harboring some resentment toward Navan’s species, reinforcing the fractured, strange relationship between the two—coldbloods and shifters. They worked together, yet across the majority, they hated each other. I wasn’t sure I’d ever understand it.

      “I can assure you, I don’t think shifters are beneath anyone,” Navan replied calmly. “We wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t for your son’s heroism. He has been a good advocate for your species.”

      Some of the time, I added silently, with a fond smile.

      Bosen snorted.

      “My son, heroic? Don’t make me laugh.” He turned toward the ranch, tearing his eyes away from the sweetblood. “Now, you coming in, or what? I’ve got work to be getting on with, but the missus will see to it that you’re fed, watered, and whatnot. Might even have a bed for you, if you’re tired. I mean, you both look like you’ve seen better days—bad trip, was it?”

      Much like his son, there didn’t seem to be much of a filter between Bosen’s thoughts and his mouth.

      “Something like that,” I said curtly, readjusting Nova so I could slip the now-empty vial into my back pocket, alongside one of the full ones. I’d get rid of the empty bottle later, when creepy-creeperson and his eager eyes weren’t watching my every move. Part of me wanted to dash back to the pod, to hide the bag of sweetblood better, but it was too late now. If I detoured, he’d know why.

      “Okay then, you’d best get inside and give us this news,” Bosen remarked. “I’d get you to tell me out here, so I could get right back to hoeing my gumshi, but the missus would never forgive me. She likes to have her snout in everything first, you know what I mean? I imagine you do, Navan, am I right? These wives of ours always nagging at us, getting in our business?” He nudged Navan roughly in the shoulder, but Navan barely smiled.

      “Thank you for your hospitality,” he replied coldly.

      Bosen gave his neck a firm scratch, before stomping up the ranch steps, muttering under his breath. “Strange and sourpusses. Bet you two are barrels of fun at parties.”

      I grasped Navan’s arm. “Did you lock the pod?”

      “Nobody is getting in that thing without the emergency device.” He patted his pocket reassuringly, the two of us exchanging a worried look.

      “Good.” I breathed a sigh of relief, though a whisper of doubt remained.

      A long time ago, or so it seemed to me now, Navan and Ronad had told me never to trust a shifter. No matter how much I’d ended up caring about Mort, and how much he’d proven himself in the end, he hadn’t always been good. I needed to remember that, to keep my perspective clear. Their warnings rang in my head. Until Bosen won my trust, I had to keep my wits about me.

      The boys were right. Never trust a shifter.
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      “Bosen, that you? I thought you’d be out all afternoon. I hope you aren’t slacking when you ought to be harvesting,” a surprisingly deep voice echoed from the back of the farmhouse. “If I have to get those boys back over from the next farm across to give you a helping hand, I won’t be pleased. I don’t like losing my earnings to some other folks, all because you’re a lazy sack of spudniks.”

      The farmhouse was neat and clean, with chintzy décor that reminded me of something from an old horror movie—the unsettling, shifter equivalent of porcelain dolls and dogs playing poker. A cramped hallway, decorated to within an inch of its available wall-space, led into a spacious main room, with two armchairs drenched in lace and worn blankets set near a fireplace. Shelves were packed with ornaments and figurines, coiling mermaids set beside unusual animals that I’d never seen before, let alone seen in figurine form.

      “Who you calling a lazy sack of spudniks?” Bosen called back, mumbling something rude. “I brought you guests, if you must know! I know how much you love to entertain, showing ‘em all your useless trinkets, boring the life out of them. I’m surprised I haven’t died of boredom yet, having to listen to you chatter on all these years.”

      “You take that back, Bosen, or I’ll come out there and pluck your tongue out of your head!”

      I shuddered at the visual, flashing a half-amused, half-horrified look at Navan. It didn’t seem like there was much affection between Mort’s mother and father, though I knew it wasn’t a shifter trait to loathe one another so openly. I’d seen pairs of shifters in love before, during my first journey to Vysanthe. They’d been on that first team, all of us traveling from Earth on the Asterope. For the first time in a long while, my mind turned to Kalvin, the coldblood rebel who’d been skewered by Gianne while saving our necks. All of that seemed like a dream now, a life that had belonged to a different person.

      And yet, here we were, still muddling through, all as a result of that moment, the day we’d been sent away from Earth. Kalvin was just another tragic loss in an endless field of death and destruction wrought by coldbloods of one faction or another.

      A female shifter bustled out of the far room a moment later, wiping her hands on an apron. Blood seeped into the fabric. It didn’t take a genius to realize what she was doing back there: cutting something meaty up for dinner, by the looks of it. Mort had explained that the staple diet of a Mallarot-residing shifter was gumshi—the sour fruit with the noodle-like fronds inside—adding meat and any other delicacy wherever they could find it. I wondered where they’d found whatever she was hacking up.

      On second thought, I didn’t think I wanted to know. Shifters were an addiction-prone species, craving more of whatever they had tasted and liked. I’d seen that on Earth, where they’d gotten a taste for human blood.

      With a sudden shiver of fear, I wondered if we had unwittingly walked onto the menu.

      “And here I was, thinking you were telling me great big fibs!” the rotund female cried, taking in the three of us with her bulging, red-veined eyes.

      “Friends of Mort, by all accounts. Come to tell us some news or something.” Bosen plopped himself down in one of the armchairs, sending up a plume of reddish dust. I imagined it got everywhere, especially from the way he was furiously scratching at his neck folds.

      “Well, the name’s Rini. Who might you be?” She offered out her fleshy hand, which I took graciously, forcing myself not to grimace.

      “I’m Riley, this is my husband, Navan, and this is our child, Nova,” I replied.

      “Well, aren’t you curious little creatures?” She eyed us more closely, a flicker of concern darting across her face as she noted the mixed nature of Nova. Her expression changed a moment later as her nostrils opened so wide they looked like two crevasses in her features, the sound of her sniffing loudly filling the air.

      “Can I smell sweetblood, or do my senses deceive me? I must tell you, they rarely do.”

      There was a hint of threat in her words, daring us to try to contradict her.

      I lifted out the empty vial and waved it in front of her, showing her there was no liquid left.

      “You can indeed, Rini. I gave some to Nova to settle her down, that’s all. A drop of it got into her bloodstream when she was first born, and she needs a taste of it now and then. I don’t like to give it to her too often, though. Just when she needs to drift off,” I lied, heeding the warning I’d remembered.

      “A shame you didn’t bring more to share. Sweetblood is so rare on Mallarot these days. Costs a fortune at the marketplaces. Isn’t that right, Bosen?”

      The brutish shifter lifted his head. “Huh?”

      “Sweetblood. I’m just telling them they ought to have brought more to share.”

      “What do you expect from a coldblood, Rini? Selfish from the moment they’re born. It’s why all their clothes have long pockets.” He snorted, amused at his own joke.

      “Hush, you, don’t you be insulting our guests!” Rini smacked him on the back of the head. “Forgive my husband. He’s not used to visitors. A gumshi farmer through and through. Anyway, this girl here isn’t a coldblood, so you keep your opinions to yourself.”

      “I would, if you’d let me,” he muttered, returning to the screen of a flat device with scrolling symbols I couldn’t read.

      Rini gave us what I reasoned to be a smile. “Now, what is it you’ve come to tell us about Mort? What sort of trouble has he gotten himself into?” A sadness flickered in her eyes.

      “He finally fed up with those rebel coldbloods?” Bosen chimed in. “He finally realized they’ll treat him like dirt, same way as a regular coldblood? You wouldn’t believe how many have come back with their flesh between their legs, wishing they’d never gone in the first place. I told Mort he should stay on the Junkyard, amongst the misfits and the outcasts… where he belonged. Under the thumb of some rebel coldblood is no place for a shifter, even one as useless as Mort.”

      I tried to let their insults wash over me, knowing they came from a strained relationship that I’d only heard one side of, but I wasn’t ready to let anyone talk trash about the shifter who’d saved us.

      Steeling myself, I prepared to break the news.

      “Actually, we’ve come to tell you that Mort passed away about a week ago,” I began, struggling with exact dates and times, as we’d been traveling through space for what felt like an eternity. It was hard to keep track out there. “He was a dear friend of ours, who loved our daughter with all his heart. He helped deliver her and proved himself to be one of the most heroic men I have ever had the privilege of meeting. We didn’t always see eye-to-eye, but he was my friend, and he was there for us, in the end… when it mattered most.”

      I paused, fighting off tears.

      “He sacrificed himself so that we could live, taking on an enemy far more powerful than he was so we could escape. We thought it was only right that we came here to tell you what had happened so you could know that he was a good man. He made amends for the bad things he’d done in his life. He was a hero, and he died doing something so unbelievably selfless that I’m still trying to process it all.”

      Bosen snorted from his armchair. “Good riddance. I was wondering when the little gumshi maggot would get into a fix he couldn’t wriggle free of. Looks like he finally met his match, eh? Well, at least he went down with some gumption instead of cowering in a corner. That’s one less disgrace to add to the list.”

      “At least we didn’t have to bother with a funeral,” Rini agreed. “I hope they shot him out into space or something. Or was there nothing left of him, in the end? Probably for the best.”

      I stared at them in disbelief. There was a hint of sadness in Rini’s voice, but not the kind of grief I’d have expected from someone who just found out their son was dead. All the bad blood between them shouldn’t have mattered anymore, yet they brushed off the news of Mort’s passing like I’d just told them we were out of ice cream. A disappointing inconvenience, but nothing too traumatic.

      “Are you kidding me?” I spat, trembling with rage. I was glad I’d given Nova the sweetblood, because at least she’d sleep through the tirade I was about to launch at Mort’s parents. “Mort might not have been perfect, but he gave a damn about my little girl, and he—”

      “Wanted us to come here—it was his dying wish, in fact—and tell you both what a loser he was. He told me to make sure I groveled for your forgiveness on his behalf,” Navan interjected, placing a hand on my shoulder and giving it a gentle squeeze, calming me down.

      I wanted to ask what the hell he was thinking, but I could see the rationale written on his nervous face. Siding with Mort’s parents was the only way to get on their good side. And if we wanted a place to stay, and a set location for the others to pick us up from, we needed to stay there… on their good side.

      Rini gave a raspy chuckle. “You almost had us fooled there, you weird little minx!” she said, giving me a playful shove in the arm. “I might have known he’d try and make amends. Nice to know he was thinking of all the ways he’d wronged us and brought shame on us, when he met his maker. I suppose there’s something good in that—makes having him in the first place seem slightly less pointless, though I still think it was a waste of my beautiful flesh.”

      I wondered what that was supposed to mean but decided not to dwell too deeply on it. The thought of a shifter being formed from the actual flesh of another shifter was more than my churning, starved stomach could bear.

      “At least he was thinking of all the right things when he copped it. I figured he’d only give two gumshis about himself when the time came,” Bosen added.

      I knew he wasn’t talking about us or Nova when he mentioned all the “right things,” but I made myself believe he was, if only to stop myself from losing my temper again.

      Rini frowned. “Can’t say we can forgive him, though, can we, Bosen? After everything he put us through, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to.”

      “Quite right, Rini. That gumshi maggot got what was coming to him. I’m just glad he didn’t cause us any more shame before he died.”

      Navan squeezed my shoulder again, in an attempt to calm my rising anger. “Actually, aside from groveling on your son’s behalf, we were wondering if we might stay here for a couple of days?” he said tentatively. “Our pod could use some repairs before we get going again, and you seem like excellent folks. If it’s not too much of an imposition, that is.”

      “Of course you may!” Rini clapped her fleshy palms together in delight, the sound of them smacking together making my toes curl. “We don’t have any space here in the house, as my Bosen likes to spread himself about, but we’ve got plenty of room in the gumshi barn over the way. Here, while my lazy spudnik husband sits and flicks through dirty pictures, I’ll show you the place.”

      “I never look at ‘em while you’re home, I’ve told you that!” Bosen insisted, scratching harder at the back of his neck.

      She put a hand on her wobbling hip. “You expect me to believe that? I’ve found the evidence, Bosen. I ain’t no fool.”

      She turned back to us, ignoring our horrified faces.

      “Now, if you’ll follow me.”

      A warm wind was whipping up as we stepped back out into the fresh air, though the atmosphere hung heavy, a mugginess clinging to every breath like syrup. In the distance, I could make out a rusty-red cyclone spiraling up toward a gloomy sky filled with ominous, dark purple rainclouds. Soon, those clouds would be upon us, and I didn’t want to find out what a Mallarot downpour entailed.

      Rini guided us toward a large wooden structure that stood at the far side of a barren paddock, unlocking the double doors and ushering us inside. She turned on the lights to reveal a barn full of giant canisters, each filled to the brim with gumshi fruit.

      Bosen appeared at the doorway. He was smirking strangely.

      “See, I told you I wasn’t looking at no dirty pictures,” he said, putting a casual arm around his wife’s shoulders. She shuffled him off a moment later.

      “So, this is where you’ll be staying,” Rini said, gesturing up toward a hayloft that hung just shy of the barn’s roof. A rickety set of ladders leaned against the raised platform, a few splinters already showing. “It isn’t much, but it’s comfortable, and I’m sure you’ll be glad of it. Like I say, I’d offer you a room, but Bosen likes the run of the house at night, sleeping wherever takes his fancy.”

      He grinned. “That I do.”

      “If it keeps him out of my bed, I let him do as he pleases.”

      “I wish you’d let me do as I please,” he muttered, looking away. It was hard to know who wore the pants in their relationship, though my money was on Rini.

      “Now, is this to your liking?” Rini pressed on, ignoring her husband.

      I didn’t like the way she was licking her lips as her eyes flickered toward Nova, no doubt scenting out the sweetblood in her veins. To be honest, I was glad that Bosen’s nightly peculiarities meant we couldn’t stay in the house. At least out here, there were plenty of escape routes.

      Navan and I exchanged a look, knowing we didn’t have any other options. And, with the storm coming in, I didn’t want to be left outside with nowhere to go. The pod would shelter us, but another endless stretch cooped up in that ball would be enough to drive anyone insane. I was a bit worried about the height of the hayloft, but it wasn’t as if Nova could crawl yet—if we built a barrier with some of the gumshi fruit, and some of the boxes lying around, we’d be fine.

      “Looks good to us,” Navan confirmed, putting his arm around my waist.

      “Now, if you get hungry, feel free to eat all the gumshi you want,” Bosen said, gesturing at the skull-like gourds, stacked high in their silos. “The missus might even bring some of her preparations over to you in a little while, once you’ve settled in—a soup, or a gumshi cake, perhaps?”

      Rini nodded. “Certainly, it would be my pleasure! My gumshi muffins are world-renowned.”

      “All we ask in exchange is two vials of that sweetblood you were feeding your little one,” he added, his tone hard. “We’re no fools, coldblood. We know there’s got to be more where that came from, and we’ve got a hankering for a taste of some of that delicious stuff. Ain’t that right, Rini?”

      She licked her lips. “That’s right, Bosen.”

      “So, two vials and you get a roof over your heads and a belly full of grub. A fair exchange, I’d say.”

      “A fair exchange indeed,” Rini parroted, leering past his shoulder.

      I knew their hospitality had been too good to be true, and I wasn’t surprised when the words tumbled out of Bosen’s mouth. At least they didn’t know how much we had stowed away inside the pod. I’d just have to be careful when I snuck out to retrieve some more, later on.

      “Two vials, and you leave us to our own devices?” I reached into my pocket and pulled out two of the fresh bottles.

      “Deal,” Rini replied hungrily, her eyes widening as they rested on the sweetblood. Both of them had gluttonous looks on their faces, as though they’d gulp the whole batch down the moment they were out of sight. Heck, they might not even wait that long.

      “Then, we thank you for your hospitality.” I handed over the goods. Rini snatched both bottles and slipped them into her apron pocket, keeping them out of her husband’s starved grasp. He looked disappointed, staring at her with almost comical longing.

      With a terse farewell, the two shifters headed back out into the paddock, making for the farmhouse.

      As they went, I could hear Bosen complaining, “Why won’t you give me mine now? One of ‘em is mine by rights!”

      “You can have one when I say you can have one. Get that patch of gumshi harvested and I might think about it,” Rini retorted.

      The slam of a door followed, with the soft hiss and thud of dirt being turned over reaching my ears a moment later.

      Yeah, Rini definitely wore the pants. Although, maybe Bosen had a right to be scared of his wife. She might have seemed like the more innocuous of the two, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      “There’s no way we’re both sleeping tonight,” Navan said, voicing my exact thoughts.

      “Yeah, I don’t like either of those creeps. I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to eat us in the night, just because they craved a taste.”

      Navan shuddered. “I’ll keep watch while you and Nova sleep.”

      “No way. We’ll take turns. You need to rest, too.”

      “Why do I feel like I won’t win this argument?” He smiled, placing a tender kiss on my forehead.

      “Hey, count yourself lucky you don’t have a Rini for a wife!”

      He flashed me a mischievous grin. “Who says I don’t?”

      “You better hope I don’t pluck your tongue out of your head,” I mimicked, feeling my nerves ease. With Navan around, I was more hopeful we’d live through this without being eaten in our beds.

      Although, I figured it’d be just our luck to have endured everything we had, only to end up murdered in our sleep by two shifters.

      “Come on, let’s see what we can do with this hayloft,” Navan said, chuckling to himself.

      He took Nova from me and walked toward the rickety ladder. With one arm holding her tight, he climbed the treacherous incline with ease. At the top, he pulled himself up onto the raised platform and gently placed Nova down, before leaning over the edge and reaching a hand down to me. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have accepted it, preferring to make my own way, but I was so weary I thought my legs might give way beneath me.

      I clambered half-way up the ladder on wobbling legs and grasped for his hands, feeling his fingers coil around my wrist to get a better grip. In one swift move, he hauled me up onto the platform, a small shriek rising from my throat.

      “At least we’ll hear them before they reach us,” Navan mused, setting to work on building Nova a bed in the corner, using a mound of blankets and the dried-out fronds of the gumshi fruit, which felt a little like cotton candy once they’d lost their juiciness. I guessed this must be where Bosen and Rini’s farmhands slept, whenever they needed to call on extra help with the harvest.

      “I hope so.” I peered over the edge; it wasn’t a super long way down, but surely we’d be able to hear them climbing the steps if they tried anything?

      Finishing up Nova’s bed, he lay her down beneath the covers, tucking her into her warm cocoon of blankets. She was sleeping soundly, and I still had a few vials left with us, for when she woke up screaming for the sweetblood.

      Right now, she looked so peaceful, curling her scarlet wings around herself, her fist resting on her cheek, her chest rising and falling with a soft snuffling sound. I still found it impossible to believe that something as terrible as the immortality elixir had come from something so perfect.

      “Do you think the Stargazers will be able to fix what Ezra and his rebels have done?” I asked quietly, staring at my baby. I didn’t want her living in a world full of fear, where immortal coldbloods were roaming the universe, destroying and taking whatever they wanted.

      Navan turned to me. “Stone seems to think so. I don’t know too much about them, but if they’re as powerful as they are in myth, then they might be the only ones who can fix this mess.”

      “You know they’ll tear this universe apart if they can’t be stopped, don’t you? They’ll keep growing and growing, infecting everything like a disease. Then, one day, a very long time from now, they won’t have anything left to conquer or pillage… and everything will die around them. They will still be immortal, but at what cost?”

      “They’ll have a universe of slaves,” Navan whispered, dipping his head in shame. “Ezra’s vision will be complete.”

      “Then we have to pray these Stargazers are exactly what we need.”

      He smiled. “I can definitely put my hands together for that.”

      “I want our girl to grow up in a universe where everything is possible. Where she can be whatever she wants to be, exploring and learning wherever she goes. I refuse to see her enslaved or living in fear.”

      Navan put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close, and I nuzzled my face into his chest. He pressed his lips to my hair, smiling as he mumbled, “If she’s anything like you, she’ll refuse to see that, too.”
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      Although the roof did a decent job of keeping out the fierce rain, the downpour played out an incessant percussion on the corrugated metal that kept everything dry, keeping me awake in the process. The sky was pitch black, but the storm had yet to pass. It had been raging all afternoon, even as the sun went down and the stars came out.

      Somehow, Navan and Nova were sleeping right through it, unfazed by the rain hammering down. It was supposed to be Navan’s watch, but I didn’t have the heart to wake him.

      I figured I might as well use my insomnia to my advantage.

      Pulling a blanket around myself, I sat up and shivered against the biting wind that clawed through the gaps in the barn walls, bringing flecks of reddish dust with it. Humid and syrupy in the day, freezing in the night. Now I understood why Mort had hated this place so much.

      A scuffling sound outside drew my attention. Dropping the blanket, I crept down the ladder and paused by the barn entrance. I’d already had a couple of false alarms since Navan and Nova fell asleep, each of them resulting in something innocuous. The last few times I’d woken Navan, forcing him to come and investigate with me. With every leaking gutter and fluttering scrap of gumshi sacks, his patience had waned. Knowing it was probably nothing, I didn’t want to wake him again. He deserved to rest. I mean, I had no idea what creatures might be out there in the Mallarotian landscape, but I was pretty sure I could take on most things. Even so, my mind filled with images of a thousand fanged, clawed, nightmarish beasties. Bosen and Rini were bad enough. If they came creeping in the middle of the night, I was ready for them.

      Cursing under my breath, I poked my head around the door, only to find the tiniest rodent-like creature scratching away at the wooden slats. It was trying to get in from the rain. Frankly, I couldn’t blame it.

      I was about to duck back inside when another sound caught my attention. It was coming from the opposite side of the paddock, though I couldn’t make much out through the dense shadows. Fear bristled through me. The pod was out there. We had some vials of sweetblood secreted away in the hayloft, but the majority was still in the bag that Mort had thrown us… which was still in the pod. With its security locks and hidden compartments, we’d figured it would be the safest place to keep our stash. Now, I wasn’t so sure.

      Worried about the bag, I knew I was going to have to fetch some more of our vials, even if it meant heading out in the miserable, driving rain and running the risk of bumping into Bosen and Rini. With our stash divvied up in a few places, we reduced the risk of losing some to beady eyes and snatching hands. I doubted the shifters would be out in weather like this, but I wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

      Hurrying back up to the hayloft, I took the emergency device that connected to the pod, which Navan had left by his makeshift pillow, and slid it into my front pocket. I cast one adoring look back at my beautiful little family, then clambered back down the rickety ladder and set off toward the pod.

      I was soaked within seconds, but, despite the biting wind, the rain itself was eerily warm, and it felt like stepping out into a shower. Strangely enough, it felt nice, the water sloughing away the grime of the last week. We’d yet to ask about bathing facilities, for fear the shifters might turn us into soup, but this was close enough.

      I reached the pod without any trouble and froze where I stood. The glass roof of the vessel was riddled with jagged holes, and the secure lock that fastened it shut looked as though it had been burnt away with some kind of thick, black substance. It had melted through the whole thing. Tentatively, I opened the circular doorway, careful to avoid the sticky substance, and stepped inside. A sour, strange smell filled my nostrils—like singed metal mixed with bleach. Hurrying to the secret compartment where we’d hidden the bag of sweetblood, I knew it was gone before I even opened the panel to check.

      “Bastards!” I hissed. It didn’t take a genius to figure out who was responsible for this. They’d clearly come in the night and thrown everything they could at the pod. The jagged holes looked like failed attempts with something sharp, while the melted lock seemed to be the thing that had given those conniving shifters what they wanted.

      Filled with a blind rage, I slammed the door of the pod and headed back toward the barn. Navan was going to hear about this. Those cretins had destroyed our vessel, and for what? They could have exploited us for more bottles; they didn’t have to take the whole thing. They knew my baby needed it. Then again, I got the feeling they didn’t give a damn what my little girl needed—they only cared about themselves.

      I was halfway back across the paddock when a sound stopped me in my tracks. It was like the screech of rats, chorusing in unison, sending a shiver of unease down my spine. The barn was a two-minute walk away, but my fury stopped me from pressing on. I had to know what was making that godawful sound. If Bosen or Rini had taken the bag of vials, which I was pretty certain they had, then maybe they were nearby, trying to hide the evidence.

      A small shed stood up ahead, in the shadow of the main house. The perfect hiding spot. I hadn’t noticed it on the way to the gumshi barn or to the pod, but there was nothing particularly special about it. It was just a shed, probably used for extra storage when the barn ran out of space. Or, maybe it was where Bosen kept his curious spoon-tools. Overcome with anger, I stalked toward it. If Bosen or Rini was in there with my vials, I wanted to catch them in the act. Besides, I could take on a shifter without Navan’s help. I’d done it before.

      Gathering my rage and eager to confront the nasty little creatures head-on, I walked up to the door, reaching for the handle. Taking a deep breath and shaking the rainwater from my face, I wrenched it open, and immediately wished the rain had still been there to blur my vision.

      There, sitting on a stool with his back to me, was Bosen, peeling off his skin in huge strips.

      He whirled around in shock and screamed, the high-pitched sound trilling out of his throat like he was a terrified child. I could actually see his throat flaps vibrating where the fresh layer of skin had yet to harden properly.

      Faced with a fleshy, naked, peeling, screeching shifter… I screamed, too.

      “I didn’t mean to disturb you! I’m so sorry!” I yelped, almost running from the shed in alarm. I was in so much shock that I almost forgot why I was there, standing in the doorway. I wasn’t sure what I was witnessing, but seeing Bosen like that was not something I’d ever wanted. Apparently, shifters could shed their skins like snakes. I’d never seen Mort do it, but there had been days when he’d kept to his room, not wanting to be disturbed. Was he doing this all that time? I felt nauseous at the thought.

      “Well, what are you still standin’ there for?” Bosen barked. “If you keep gawking at me like that, your eyes’ll fall out.”

      His voice brought me back to reality with a thud. It was going to take a long time to get rid of the image of Bosen turning to me, as fresh and pink as the day he was born, with nothing but a strip of fabric around his waist, but I forced it away for now. I wasn’t leaving here until I found out who’d taken my sweetblood—naked shifter or no naked shifter.

      I forced myself to hold my ground.

      “It ain’t proper for a foreigner to stare at my new flesh,” Bosen complained. “It ain’t even proper for another shifter to see it.” He got up off his stool and moved toward me. There was an arrogance in his floppy strut that made me queasy.

      “I’ve got a bone to pick with you,” I said coldly.

      “And what might that be?” he replied uncertainly.

      “I didn’t mean to walk in on… whatever I’ve walked in on,” I replied, feeling my cheeks burn with rage, “but—”

      Bosen raised a hand, interrupting me. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer it if we just forgot about what you saw,” he said. “Shedding rituals are pretty personal affairs for us shifters, as I said. The missus would be furious if she found out you’d seen me in my fresh flesh before her. Not even Rini’s seen it all shiny and new like that, before the air toughens it out.”

      Bile rose up my throat. There were so many things wrong with this. “I guess that’s why you were scratching your neck?” I asked.

      He nodded, flashing me a curious look. “The back of a shifter’s neck is always the first part of the skin layer to peel away. It’s like a tab, waiting to be pulled so the rest of it can come off. A satisfying thing, but very personal, as I say. Rini wouldn’t like knowing you’d seen.”

      “I’m not sure you deserve my silence after what you’ve done,” I snarled, scanning the ground quickly for any sign of the missing bag. “It would appear someone has broken into our pod and taken something very valuable. A bag. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      “No, not seen a bag and not heard of any break-in. Must have happened while we were in bed. All sorts of critters round here who’ll nibble at your things,” Bosen replied casually, shaking his head. “Not sure I like your tone, either. We show you nothing but hospitality and you come out here accusing me? Might be best if you got yourselves away in the morning. Looks to me like you’re naught but trouble. Outstayed your welcome, I’d say.”

      “I’m sure you would say that, since you’re the one who broke in and took it.” Venom dripped from my words. “Now, I’m giving you one more chance, Bosen. Either you tell me where my bag is, and you return the contents immediately, or you’ll suffer the consequences.”

      “I told you, I ain’t touched no bag and I ain’t stolen anything,” he said, unfazed. “Must have been a quakeworm or an eight-pronged grassar—they can munch through just about anything.”

      “If you’re lying to me, I swear—”

      “I haven’t touched your stuff, lady.” He snorted. “And anyway, you shouldn’t be going around making threats. There ain’t another house for miles. You cross me, you might find yourself buried under a gumshi crop.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you threatening me?”

      “No more than you are me, chattering away about ‘consequences.’”

      I took a step toward him, feeling satisfied as he staggered backward. “Listen, I don’t care if you want what’s in that bag. I’d be happy to share some of it, if you’d hand it back to me this minute. But my daughter needs those vials. She’ll starve without them.”

      Bosen shrugged. “It can’t have gone far. I haven’t touched it, and my wife is safely tucked up in bed, so she can’t have touched it. It’s dark and it’s raining—wait until morning, when you can see better. I’m sure it’ll turn up soon enough in a quakeworm hole or a grassar’s den. Nothing to worry your pretty little head over.” He paused, his eyes glinting menacingly in the darkness. “Now, perhaps you should get back to your own bed, eh? You’ve caused enough trouble for one night.”

      I held my ground for a moment or two longer, wholly skeptical of Bosen’s innocence. Then again, if I was going to pry more information out of him instead of beating the crap out of him, I was going to need backup. I’d fought shifters before, but they were wily creatures, able to wriggle and writhe out of most things, making grappling them near impossible. If he tried to escape, I wanted to make sure all the exits were blocked. Besides, there didn’t seem to be any sign of the bag in the shed. I got the feeling we’d never find it; there were too many places for them to hide it around the farmhouse. Hell, they could have buried it under a gumshi crop. No, it didn’t matter where these bastards had hidden it. We were going to have to catch them in the act of using it if we wanted it back.

      Stepping out of the rain and into the barn, I shook off the worst of the water and sprinted for the ladder, climbing up as fast as my weary legs would carry me. Reaching the top, I stopped, my mouth agape.

      Navan and Nova were no longer tucked up in their beds. Instead, I was faced with thrown-back sheets and no sign of them anywhere.

      Had Bosen been distracting me while Rini killed the two things I loved more than anything in this world? There was no blood, which was a good sign, but that didn’t mean much.

      Hurrying back down the ladder, I was about to rush back out into the storm, my lungs ready to scream for them until they reappeared, when a shadow stepped out from between two of the vast gumshi silos. The sickly light of the barn’s faint bulbs settled on Navan’s face, and a wave of relief washed over me. He had Nova in his arms and an expression of concern on his face.

      “Where were you?” I gasped, the adrenaline abandoning my body, leaving me even weaker than before.

      “We were looking for you,” he replied, closing the gap between us and bringing me into a warm embrace, our daughter tucked between us. “When I saw that the emergency device was missing, I thought you might be patrolling or something. When I couldn’t find you, I took the back way out and went to the pod. It still has your biometrics in the navigation system, so I was hoping I could use it to figure out where you were.”

      “So, you saw what they did?” I dipped my chin to my chest, feeling relieved that my husband and child were safe. I knew I should’ve woken him up, no matter how much I wanted Navan to get some rest. It was silly to leave them here, alone and vulnerable. After all, my little excursion outside had only ended in worry.

      He nodded. “I saw. I was terrified they might have done something to you.”

      “No, I’m still in one piece, though I wish I could tear that vicious little shifter into bits,” I muttered. “I discovered him in the hut by the house… shedding his skin.”

      “What?” He looked more horrified than I was.

      “Apparently, shifters do that in private. Who knew, right?” I paused, feeling helpless about the missing bag. “Do you think they took it, for certain?”

      Navan nodded.

      “Me, too. I never thought they’d be able to break through those locks.”

      “No, I didn’t either. I’d never have left the bag in there if I thought they could. Considering everything it’s been through, I figured it’d take a nuclear bomb to blast that thing open.”

      “We have to get that bag back.” I shook my head in despair. “But how are we going to do it?”

      “If Bosen and Rini have those vials, we’ll have to confront them before we leave. We’ll have to catch them in the act, somehow. There’s no way we’re heading for the Stargazer planet without our girl’s sweetblood.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking, but what do we do if he keeps lying about it? And what if we never catch them in the act? Bosen has already told me we’re not welcome anymore. He might boot us out of here before we have the chance to get our stuff back.”

      Navan’s eyes darkened. “I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure our daughter’s health and happiness, even if it means getting my hands dirty. There are two mottos I live by—never trust a shifter, and never cross an Idrax.”

      “I’ll remember those.” I smiled, though my heart wasn’t in it.

      “Their greed is on our side,” he assured me. “They won’t be able to help themselves, I guarantee it. So, he can complain as much as he wants about us being here, but we won’t be leaving until we have our sweetblood back.”

      I sighed. “I hope you’re right.”

      “Anyway, there was some good news,” he said, the cold edge in his words thawing slightly.

      “There was?”

      “Yeah. While I was at the pod, a message came through from Bashrik and the others. Thankfully, the shifters didn’t damage any of the interior, and my biometrics still worked on the comms system. Plus, with the lock blown, it was easy enough to get inside,” he explained wryly, holding me closer. “They’re arriving earlier than expected. They couldn’t give an exact day, but at least we won’t be waiting here too long. And I guess it doesn’t matter much, now that the pod is out of action. We’ll be on a ship and out of here before you know it.”

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t give us much time to get our vials back, though. We can’t leave here without them.”

      “It might not give us much time, but if we can’t get Bosen to squeak, then it gives us the advantage of numbers,” he said reassuringly. “With our friends to back us up and help us squeeze every last drop of information out of those two, we’ll have our vials back in no time.”

      I nodded, though I’d already made up my mind. If Bosen had our property, he was on borrowed time. Where my daughter was concerned, I wasn’t willing to wait for the cavalry to arrive. Navan would have to be enough.
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      Returning to the relative safety of the raised hayloft, I somehow managed to sleep. On this occasion, sheer exhaustion trumped anger and adrenaline, though I stirred to dim, red light filtering in through the cracks in the barn walls. The Mallarot sunrise was the same rusty orange as everything else on this planet, the dust creating a haze that changed the color of the sunbeams, casting the world in a reddish glow.

      Navan was awake, having taken up guard duty while I slept. He held Nova in his arms, and the two of them were playing quietly. They didn’t know they were being watched, but that was what I loved most about catching them unawares—I got to see the pure, adoring connection between my daughter and her father.

      The only thing ruining the moment was the thought of confronting Bosen and Rini over the missing sweetblood bag.

      After talking about everything the previous evening, I’d contemplated going after the shifters right away, in case they were doing something with the sweetblood up at the house right then and there, but Navan had warned me against it, suggesting we wait until dawn broke. He had wanted us to get a good night’s sleep, so we would be at full strength to sneak up on the shifter, when Bosen least expected it. Besides, if Bosen had stolen the sweetblood, then he wouldn’t be stupid enough to laud it around the farmhouse the same night. No, we would take him by surprise.

      Now, our moment had come.

      “Ready to take on some shifters?” I asked, stretching out my aching limbs. As it turned out, a freezing cold hayloft wasn’t much better than a cramped escape pod.

      Navan turned in surprise. “I didn’t know you were awake. Were we being too loud?”

      “Not at all. In fact, you were being adorably cute.” I shuffled over and kissed them both on the cheek. Nova smiled up at me. “Still, we should probably get this over and done with. Those two creeps won’t be expecting us to come around to the farmhouse until later, so I say we strike when they least expect it.”

      “Good idea.” He paused, glancing down at Nova. “What do we do about the little one?”

      “I guess we take her with us?” I wasn’t comfortable putting her in a potentially risky situation, but we couldn’t leave her here, either.

      He nodded. “Doesn’t look like we have much of a choice.”

      “We should never have left the bag in the pod,” I muttered.

      “Hey, stop that. We thought that pod was like Fort Knox. We could never have known they’d go to such lengths to crack it open. It was a mistake, and we’re going to fix it. No harm, no foul, okay?”

      “If you say so.” I flashed him a grateful smile, before clambering down the rickety ladder. He came down a moment later, clutching Nova tight to his chest. Keeping hold of her, he slid the emergency device into his pocket, while I hid the remaining vials of sweetblood about my person—the ones I’d taken from the bag the previous evening, using two to pay off the Twits. There were only three bottles left now, after Navan had finished the last of one to feed Nova this morning, and she was going to need a hell of a lot more than that.

      Stepping outside, I saw that the storm clouds had cleared, but Mallarot was no more refreshed than it had been yesterday. The atmosphere already felt weighed down with mugginess, though the sun had barely risen, and the air was humid and cloying. I glanced up at the peculiar sky, which was tinged a pale, pinkish gray, and prayed the others arrived today. The sooner we were off this damned planet, the better.

      Staring ahead with grim intent, we strode toward the farmhouse, Nova nestled happily inside her father’s good wing, which he’d curled around her in a strange sort of sling. It wouldn’t be long before she started crying out for more sweetblood, but for now she was content. I still couldn’t believe I’d slept through the rest of the night, leaving Navan to contend with her alone. He was capable, for sure, but it felt weird and almost unmaternal to have given in to my exhaustion. I knew it was crazy to think that, but guilt and I seemed to be the best of friends these days. I mean, Nova was still brand new, and already I was convinced I was going to turn into Sasha, my birthmother.

      A curious scent hit my nostrils as we crept into the farmhouse. It was overpoweringly sweet, like walking into a candy factory, with a citrussy undertone cutting through the tang of pure sugar. Frowning, I sniffed the air again. There was no mistaking it. My body craved that taste, that scent, that high. I’d have known it anywhere.

      At the back of the house, I heard clattering and chatter. I didn’t know whether both of them were in the kitchen, but someone was definitely doing something with sweetblood. I was about to lunge forward, ready to burst in on them, when Navan pulled me back.

      “If they’ve cooked it, it won’t be any use to us,” he said quietly.

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “When sweetblood is cooked, the potency of the substance is heightened. Only, the intensity becomes really unstable. There’s no way of knowing how intense the mixture is—it kills thousands of people each year and would almost definitely harm Nova.” A tense sigh bristled from his chest. “There are addicts all across the universe. As you know, sweetblood in its raw form is relatively harmless to most species, no more potent than caffeine, but when it’s cooked it’s insanely addictive. One taste, sometimes, is all it takes to ruin someone’s life. We call those kinds of people Sacc-heads, and once they’ve had a taste of cooked sweetblood they become fried zombies. They can’t think or do anything other than cook sweetblood and drink it down.”

      “You think that’s what they’re doing?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure, but we both know how easily addicted shifters can get.” He looked toward the kitchen. “Anyway, even if they are cooking it, I doubt they’ll have used all of the bag. Most addicts only cook small batches at a time.”

      His words gave me all the hope I needed.

      We crept closer to the kitchen and burst through the door to find Rini at the stove, stirring a large pot with a spoon. She turned in surprise, immediately slamming a lid on the pot. The bag itself was nowhere to be seen, but the overpoweringly sweet scent was even stronger here. I doubted gumshi made that kind of smell when it was cooking.

      “Good morning!” she shrieked, pressing her back up against the stove. “We weren’t expecting to see you up and about so early, after all your weary travels. You’ve given me a fright, so you have!”

      “What’s in the pot?” I asked bluntly.

      “Gumshi porridge, for my husband and me.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m sure. I don’t suppose you’ve seen a bag, have you? One got stolen from our pod last night, and your husband wasn’t much use when I found him in the toolshed. I was wondering if you could shed more light on the situation.” My eyes glared daggers at her.

      “The toolshed?” she asked.

      “Yeah, that shed you have outside, between here and the barn.”

      A look of alarm crossed Rini’s face. “What were you doing out there so late at night?”

      “I could ask your husband the same question,” I shot back. “He didn’t want me to tell you, but since he’s the one who stole my bag, I don’t see why I should keep his secrets. I found him—”

      “What’s going on in here? Can’t an honest farmer get a good night’s rest without being woken up by a load of chattering?” Bosen’s gruff voice bellowed as he appeared in the doorway behind us. “Oh, I might’ve known it’d be you two. I told you already, you’re not welcome here anymore, so you can head off back to the barn, pack your things, and scram—leave us to our breakfast. If you don’t, I might see fit to charge you another two vials for troubling us, then send you packing.”

      By now, I was seething. “That’d be pretty hard to do, since you’ve already stolen all of our sweetblood!”

      “Don’t know what you’re yammering on about,” he muttered, pushing past us to reach his wife.

      “We think you do, Bosen,” Navan said icily.

      He looked up at Navan, and a flicker of fear crossed his sagging face. “It’s like I told your wife last night, I ain’t seen no bag and I ain’t broken into your pod. Isn’t that right, Rini?”

      “And just when did you encounter this woman last night?” Rini’s voice was shrill and accusatory, her red-veined eyes turned toward her husband in disgust. “You told me you found all this dumped behind one of the containers in the barn.”

      “All of what?” Navan hissed.

      “Rini, my precious desert bloom, it ain’t what you think,” Bosen protested. “I was in the middle of my shedding when this wench burst in on me, without so much as a knock. What could I do? I couldn’t hide it from her. I tried, believe me, but she didn’t give me a moment to get decent.”

      “You liar!” I yelled, my temper rising. “I thought it might be a bunch of rats, gnawing away at something in the toolshed. I didn’t know what you were up to. Anyway, I only went there to confront you for stealing my bag! You were more than happy to strut around in your new skin, asking me to keep your secrets for you. Weren’t you the one who told me not to say a word to Rini?”

      Rini gasped. “Say it’s not true, Bosen!”

      “All of what behind the container in the barn?” Navan pressed, everything getting confused.

      Bosen tried to paw at his wife. “You believe this creature over me?”

      “I didn’t mean to intrude on anything,” I said defiantly. “I never would have gone to investigate the noise if this bastard hadn’t stolen my bag of sweetblood from right under our noses.”

      “Bosen, you told me you found it. You never said you stole it from the girl!” Rini snapped. “And now I find out you’ve been peeling in front of her? You never peel in front of me, no matter how many times I ask you. You used to, when we were younger, but now you always fob me off with some excuse about being self-conscious, or too tired! She isn’t even a shifter, Bosen. Well, now I guess we know where our son got it from, don’t we?”

      “Listen, you nasty little thieves, it doesn’t matter whether your husband found it or stole it. You knew it was ours!” I roared, morphing into full mother-lion mode. “And if I find out you’re cooking it in that pot, I’m going to boil you both in it!”

      The two shifters froze.

      “Now, I’m going to ask you, very nicely—where is the rest of it?”

      “Rest of what?”

      “The sweetblood!” Navan and I snarled together.

      “Ain’t none of it left, so there’s no point in threatening us. It’s all in the pot, where it ought to be. Payment for our troubles,” Bosen replied. “You should never have had so much in the first place. It’s just plain selfish for someone to carry around so much without sharing the love. Ain’t that right, Rini?”

      “Right as always, Bosen my love.”

      Fury pulsed through every vein in my body.

      I was glad I didn’t have Nova in my arms, because now my hands were free to claw at the pooling, sickening flesh of these two idiots. They’d stolen from me, and they’d put my daughter’s life at risk. They deserved to burn for what they’d done. If there was no sweetblood left, then they’d placed a death warrant on my daughter. I no longer cared about showing mercy.

      I rushed forward, snatching the large pot off the stove and gripping it by its protective handles. It was heavy, the liquid sloshing inside.

      “You be careful with that!” Bosen yelped. “Could kill a person, swinging it around like that.”

      I glowered at him. “Maybe that’s my intention.”

      My hands full, I brought the saucepan to my side. With my hip, I bumped the lid off the top, and a hazy steam of sweetness rose from within. I’d expected Navan to back me up, but he wasn’t even looking at me—instead, he’d lifted the emergency device from his pocket and was staring intently at the screen.

      Bosen took a tentative step toward me. “Expensive stuff, that!”

      “Aye, keep us away from reality for months, that will,” Rini agreed, staring ravenously at the pot. “Will make my husband hurry along with his ploughing and picking, too—jot of that in his tea each morning, can go like a machine all day.”

      I grimaced. “You stole this. You stole this, knowing my daughter needs it! You better believe I’ll throw this whole thing over the both of you for putting her in harm’s way.”

      “Hey, we didn’t know she needed it,” Rini complained.

      “You did, you lying sons of bitches. You did, and you took it anyway!” I bellowed. “No wonder Mort hated you both! He was worth a million of you combined. I’m just sorry he’s not here to see me kicking your ass!”

      “No time for that,” Navan said suddenly, slipping the emergency device back in his pocket. “We’ve got to go.”

      I whirled around. “What do you mean?”

      “The others got stopped by customs agents, even though they were trying to avoid them,” he explained rapidly. “Naturally, they got rejected, so they’re coming for us now. They’re going to swoop down and pick us up from here, as covertly as they can. They’re five minutes away, at most.”

      Turning back to face the shifters, I heaved the pot of sweetblood at them. They ducked for cover as the burning liquid surged across the kitchen in a golden wave.

      “No! All that sweet goodness… wasted!” Rini roared, covering her face.

      “That were our stuff!” Bosen barked, though he stayed tucked behind a kitchen chair.

      The pot clattered to the floor, and I reached for Navan’s hand, following him out into the humid yard. Dust kicked up behind us as we sprinted across the paddock and into the gumshi fields, running as fast and as far as our feet could carry us. Nova was safely tucked in Navan’s wing, though she looked startled as her father’s movements jolted her along.

      “The pod?!” I glanced over my shoulder. There was nothing useful inside it, but if it was found then the Mallarot authorities would know where we’d come from… not that they’d do anything to fight against the Vysantheans, but they could always send word to Ezra and Aurelius, letting them know we’d been here. I wanted to leave as little evidence behind us as possible.

      “Got it covered,” Navan replied, lifting out the emergency device and pressing in a series of symbols. A moment later, an explosion erupted behind us, the earth shaking underfoot.

      “What the—?” I yelled, hitting the deck.

      Navan smiled, helping me up off the dusty ground. “Self-destruct protocol.”

      “You could’ve warned me!” I said, exhaling nervously as I looked back. A plume of black smoke rose up from where the pod had been. Through the debris and the smoke, two figures emerged, running fast in our direction. “Oh crap, Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum are after us!”

      Navan turned to see what I was talking about, before taking my hand and hauling me along, using his coldblood speed to spur me on, faster than my human legs could carry me. The emergency device was crackling loudly in his hand, a familiar voice trying to get through.

      “This is Bashrik. Do you read?”

      Navan lifted it to his lips. “This is Navan. Do you copy our position? We’re currently on the run, so it’s going to have to be a moving swoop-and-grab.”

      The shifters were some ways behind us, but neither Navan nor I wanted to risk them catching up. Already, while they were running, they were snatching up gumshi fruit from the ground and hurling them at us with surprising reach.

      “You won’t get away with this!” Bosen yelled. “We’ll get customs to boot you in prison for the rest of your days!”

      “Is that Riley? She sounds different,” Bashrik remarked.

      “No, that would be the people chasing us,” Navan replied, flashing me an apologetic look.

      “Right, well, we’ll be with you in less than a minute. Be ready for a swoop-and-grab.”

      “Copy that.”

      We kept running, dodging the gumshi fruit hurled in our direction, until a Fed ship appeared in the sky overhead. It was a short distance from us, descending rapidly. The belly of the hold opened, the gangway sliding out, though the ship showed no sign of stopping. Navan scooped Nova out of his wing-sling and clutched her to his chest, before encircling my waist with his arm.

      “Hold on tight,” he said, offering a smile of reassurance.

      I looped my arms around his neck, reminded of the countless times we’d done this before. Still, no flight compared to that first one, traveling across Earth in his embrace. Now, that really did seem like a lifetime ago.

      Bracing his legs against the ground and opening his wings, he surged upward with Nova and me gripped tightly against him. The gaping cavern of the Fed ship’s hold was advancing rapidly, while the shifters were gaining speed below. There was no way they could knock us out of the sky, but I’d seen Mort stretch to great heights; there was no telling what these two were capable of, in pursuit of vengeance for their spilled sweetblood.

      Like the mouth of a whale, the Fed ship swallowed us whole, Navan arching his wings to slow us down as we hurtled into the hold, coming to a halt before hitting the far wall. The gangway came up behind us, the blast doors closing, the dusty surface of Mallarot disappearing from sight.

      Good riddance, I thought.

      Part of me wished we hadn’t bothered going to Mallarot. Although we’d delivered the news of Mort’s death to his parents, they hadn’t cared, and we’d lost almost all our bottles of sweetblood to those vicious little shifters in the process. I had to wonder how differently things might have gone if Mort had been with us, as per the plan. Maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference at all.

      One thing was for certain: those monsters didn’t deserve their son. My heart hurt to think of him, that last image replaying in my mind. It was hard to remember the good times, though there’d been a lot. Even those days in the clinic, with just me and him, my sides had ached from laughing so hard. In the end, I supposed he had found what he’d never had in his life… a family to call his own, who had cared about him and forgiven him, regardless of his past.

      And I would make sure Nova never forgot the uncle who had loved her dearly. I knew I’d never need to paint him as a better man than he was, to her, in the way he’d asked me to—he had been a better man because of her.
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      “Are you okay?” Navan asked, setting me down.

      I nodded, smiling. “Nothing I haven’t done before.”

      “Well, one of us seems to be able to go through anything without batting an eyelid,” he cooed, swaying Nova from side to side.

      I chuckled, brushing a thumb across the plump rise of her cheek. There was something so satisfying about squishing her cute little face.

      The door to the ship’s interior slid open with a hiss of mechanics as the others came running in, their boots thudding on the metal floor. It seemed like an eternity since we’d last seen each other, and a wave of relief washed over me at the sight of them all hurrying into the space—my motley crew, my band of brothers and sisters, my second adopted family. Bashrik, Angie, Lauren, Ronad, and Xiphio. I noticed Stone wasn’t with them, but presumably someone had to be flying the ship out of here.

      “Don’t you ever do that to me again, do you hear?” Angie was the first to break the silence, rushing toward me. She paused just shy of where we stood, eyeing the baby in Navan’s arms. “Wait. Hold the damn phone. Whose kid is this? Where’ve you stolen this thing from? Is someone going to come chasing after us because of this? Please tell me this is all above board and you haven’t been snatching kiddos from alien planets?”

      Navan and I exchanged a look. “Well… there are people who might come after us because of her, but not for the reason you think,” I said tentatively. This was a lot to break to everyone. “But it’s nobody we haven’t faced before.”

      “Oh my God, we’re going to be running forever, aren’t we? Well, I’m telling you now, my little legs aren’t made for all this ducking and diving from various bad guys.” Angie sighed, frowning. “Just once, I wish we could have a lovely reunion—sans coronary—where it’s nothing but good news, you know?”

      Lauren stepped forward, her eyes narrowing in thought as she scrutinized Nova. “She’s yours… yours and Navan’s.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “I beg your pudding?” Angie’s eyes looked like they were about to fall out of her head. “Your fancy goggles must be on the fritz, Lauren. Of course it’s not theirs. That’s not even possible, right?”

      She cast an anxious glance at Bashrik, who appeared to be just as stunned by the possibility. Given their own intimate relationship, I could understand the concern.

      “Look at the wings, Ange. Look at the color of her skin: human, but tinged with a hint of gray. You’ve got to look close to see it. I thought it was a trick of the light, at first,” she breathed, gaping at me. “Am I right? Is she yours?”

      “You can’t be right,” Angie insisted. “They haven’t been gone long enough to know they’re knocked up, let alone squeeze out a hybrid sproglet!”

      I took a deep breath, feeling Navan’s free arm wrap around my waist.

      “Lauren’s right. She’s ours. It’s a very long story, which I’m sure we’ll get to soon, but she’s here. And her name is Nova.” I was too exhausted to go into every detail of what had happened since we were snatched by Aurelius, though I knew the moment would come in due course.

      Angie’s mouth fell open. “Those slimy little bastards!” she raged, her face flushing with rage. “What did Ezra and Aurelius do to you? How did they make this happen? Did they force you? Did they inject you? No, don’t tell me—if you tell me I might punch something, and I don’t have the knuckles for it.”

      “Are you okay?” Lauren gasped, closing the gap between us and throwing her arms around me. I could hear her sobbing softly into my shoulder, evidently fearing that the worst had happened. Angie joined her, the three of us holding one another, while the boys hovered awkwardly behind.

      It was clear that nobody quite knew what to make of Nova.

      “I’m fine, honestly,” I replied, gripping them tight. “There’s a lot to tell you all, but I’m not hurt, and neither is Nova. She’s real and perfect, and just about the only good thing to come out of this ridiculous war.”

      We broke apart, just as Ronad stepped toward Nova, a smile lighting up his face. “May I?” he asked.

      Navan nodded, handing her over. “Of course, just support her neck.”

      “She’s beautiful,” he marveled, holding her carefully, as though he might drop her at any moment. “I’ve never seen red wings before. But then again, I’ve never seen a hybrid like her before, either. You’re quite something, aren’t you, little one?”

      Nova gurgled at him, and his grin spread wider. Now that Ronad had paved the way, Bashrik and Xiphio shuffled in behind him, until all three were staring down at the baby, their faces equally smitten.

      “I can’t believe she’s yours,” Bashrik gasped, jiggling her little foot tentatively. “She’s definitely unique. I can’t stop looking at her.”

      “Yeah, we’re pretty much head over heels in love by this point.” Navan chuckled softly, evidently amused by the reactions of his friend and brother. Angie and Lauren moved away from me, stepping over to admire Nova in all her ridiculously adorable glory.

      “Don’t you go getting any ideas, Bash.” Angie flashed him a warning look, which he soundly ignored so he could stare at Nova some more.

      Lauren turned to me, grinning. “She’s a total medical marvel. She might even be the only one of her kind in the universe. What an amazing little creature!” I knew it was her way of saying she approved. Angie, on the other hand, seemed to be taking a little longer to make up her mind.

      “She might be cute and all, but how did you get the wings out?”

      I laughed. “They came all wrapped around her, like a mermaid’s purse.”

      “Is that a euphemism?”

      “No! It’s the cocoon thing that—never mind. She was, sort of, enveloped in them. Navan had to break her free when she was born, but I was too out of it to see how he did it. According to… Apparently, it’s a pretty grisly sight.”

      I couldn’t talk about Mort yet. I couldn’t even get his name to roll off my tongue.

      Bashrik nodded. “It’s called the Liberation. It’s actually quite a beautiful custom, though I guess you have to be a coldblood to appreciate the nuances of it. To someone else, I can see how it might look barbaric.”

      “I know it is likely indecent of me to ask such a question, but was she naturally conceived?” Xiphio wondered, lifting his gaze to me. “I am unfamiliar with the gestation period of either of your species, though swift births are not so unheard of on Almaghura. It can vary from male to male.”

      “Do you hear that, Navan?” I teased. “If we were merevin, you’d be the one who had to go through the torment of giving birth.”

      “Actually, merevin births are somewhat peaceful affairs. We puff the infants out of a sac just below our ribcage, right here.” Xiphio pointed to the spot. “Although, unlike your species, it’s normal for us to give birth to ten or twenty offspring at a time.”

      I shuddered at the thought. “Well, you’ll be happy to know she was naturally conceived. In fact, she was already with us back at Lunar HQ; we just didn’t know yet,” I explained, blushing. “It was the whole growing thing that happened to be sped up a bit. Neither of us had any say in that, but we’ll tell you all about it later, once we’re away from this godforsaken planet.”

      “What kind of trouble did you have down there?” Bashrik asked. “I heard those voices over the comms device. Who were they?”

      I still wasn’t ready to tell them about Mort. I wasn’t ready to tell them about any of what had happened to us. I wasn’t ready to tell them that, soon enough, the coldbloods would all be immortal. To be honest, it all felt like it had happened to someone else—like I was seeing someone else’s nightmares in my mind, whenever I tried to remember. I knew we’d have to tell them everything eventually, but I was already teetering on a knife-edge of emotion.

      As if sensing my discomfort, Navan spoke up. “I promise we’ll tell you everything, but first we need to get away from Mallarot. Shouldn’t someone be flying this thing out of the atmosphere before the shifter authorities come?”

      “Stone’s in the cockpit, but we can all head up there if you’d prefer,” Ronad said, never taking his eyes off Nova’s face. “Do you mind if I carry her up?”

      I smiled at the sight of them; Nova was already getting to know her extended family. “Not at all. I think Navan and I could do with a little rest.”

      Ronad led the way, humming softly to Nova as he held her. Everyone else trailed after, eager to get a look at her. Navan and I brought up the rear, his fingers interlacing with mine as we walked toward the cockpit. It was nice to have a moment to catch our breath, not having to worry about anything for at least a split second.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “Hey, we’ll tell them when we’re ready. Us taking a breather to collect our thoughts isn’t going to stop Ezra and his immortal army from trying to conquer the world, and it’s definitely not going to turn back the clock,” he replied, pulling me closer to his side.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist, the two of us walking together like carefree lovers, though we couldn’t have been farther from that. Part of me was terrified of getting intimate with Navan again, after the strain of giving birth. Mort and Lazar had assured me that everything would return to normal, thanks to the healing serums they’d made Navan give me, but still… it was a worry. What if nothing worked the way it used to?

      Pushing the thought away, I focused on the task ahead. I had bigger things to worry about. The Stargazers were our only hope for defeating Ezra, Aurelius, and the rest of the immortal coldbloods, which definitely came before my personal problems.

      Entering the cockpit, Stone spun around in the pilot’s chair, his eyes flitting in Nova’s direction. He had a bandana across his third eye once more and seemed to have lost none of his usual cheer, despite his near-death experience. It was nice to see him healthy again, his mouth curving up in a wide grin as he put the pieces together from what he saw of us.

      “Ach, Navan, ye sly junkhound! Can’t fault yer choice o’ lass, mind.” He tipped an imaginary cap in our direction. “Congrats on the wee one! Ol’ Stone will keep her outta trouble once she’s grown. Ain’t no man brave enough to go near a lass who’s got pirate folk around her.” He gave a low whistle as he took a closer look. “Now, would ye look at the wings on ‘er! In all me years o’ junking ‘round this fair universe, I ain’t never seen a bairn so strikin’ as this.”

      “It’s good to see you back on your feet again,” I said.

      “What’s with all yer formalities, Ri? Anyone’d think ye’d never met me afore!” He leapt out of his chair and bundled me into a bear hug, patting me hard on the back. “I never got to properly give thanks to ye, back there on yer home planet. I’d be dancin’ at heaven’s grace right now, if it weren’t fer you and yer lad there. Bash has already had me thanks, but I thought I should offer me heartfelt gratitude,” he said, lowering his voice.

      “You’re fully healed?” Navan asked.

      Stone nodded. “Oh aye, folk like me heal as swift as yer like. Got meself a nice new scar to show off to the lasses, though I reckon me tat’ll never look as sharp again.” There was a hint of sadness in his voice, reminding me of the tattooed girl on his chest and the bullet wound that had pierced her drawn face. I’d sensed it had some meaning to him—perhaps an image of the girl he’d loved once, back on his home world. The one who was murdered with the rest of them, by coldblood hands. “I’ll show yer if you like?”

      Before I could answer, he’d lifted the edge of his shirt right up to his chest, revealing the rest of his tattoos as he pulled the fabric up over his taut stomach.

      Angie and Lauren stopped cooing over Nova, their eyes drawn to his rippling muscles. He really was the epitome of every parent’s nightmare—tattooed, honed, dressed in black, rough around the edges—but I got the feeling this little show was only for one woman in the room.

      Sure enough, there was a silvered disc of scarring in the center of his chest, slap-bang in the middle of the tattooed girl’s forehead, where the bullet had penetrated.

      “Looks much better,” I said awkwardly.

      “Aye, well, ye can’t help but heal when ye’ve got such good nursin’.” He cast a sneaky glance at Lauren, who dropped her gaze, her cheeks flushed. “Still ain’t used to wakin’ up without her nearby, readin’ a book to me or hummin’ a tune. I were livin’ the life o’ luxury in that hospital.”

      “So, Lauren told us you remembered the way to the Stargazers?” I changed the subject quickly, wanting to spare my friend her furious embarrassment. Clearly, the two of them had yet to talk over their feelings about what had happened while he was out cold, and the recovery that had followed.

      Stone nodded. “Aye, that I did. It’s an odd thing, rememberin’ where they’re at—if ye’ve been, ye know it’s gotta be in there, in yer mind, but it takes some rootlin’ around. And, with me head all battered from gettin’ shot and everythin’, it took a bit more scourin’ than I reckoned on,” he began, while Bashrik slid into his seat and got us the hell out of there. “So, when them Stargazers came to me home planet, after their lot wiped us out,” he gestured to Navan and Bashrik, not unkindly, “they snatched me up an’ took me back to their digs. They call it Aeon. Brilliant place, hard to describe.”

      “And you know the coordinates?” Navan asked.

      “Not so simple as all that, me ol’ mate,” he replied, grinning. “See, these fancy digs o’ theirs don’t exist like the rest o’ the universe. It’s on this whole other material plane—a different astral somethin’ or other. Ren tried gettin’ it into me skull, but she’s the brains o’ the outfit. So, anyway, the gateway up to this weirdo zone ain’t easy to find. Ye’ve got to have been there before, as ye know. It gets tucked away, all secret like, in yer noggin, and it’s up to you to seek it out again, if ye get a hankerin’ to visit with the Starfolk again. Now, I happened to remember that ye can only get pinged through this gate by bein’ near a star that’s on its way out, if ye catch me drift?” he continued. “If ye’ve been once afore, the portal will open for ye again. Simple as ought.”

      I frowned. “And you can take us there without using a navigation system?”

      “Ri, Ri, Ri, I can take anyone anywhere without needin’ some poxy nav system. This map just happens to actually be in me mind—it’s like some wizard knocked it inside me skull one day, this great big, proper clear picture of where am goin’ and what am doin.’”

      “That is rather comforting,” Xiphio chipped in, his gaze fixed on Lauren.

      “Aye, they never told me nothin’ outright—that’d be too easy for ‘em. Instead, they threw it in me brain as a bit o’ a gift, I guess.” He paused in thought. “I might o’ preferred them to turn back the time or somethin’ more obvious, but a magic mind map is better than nought.”

      “Do we know where this dying star is?” I asked, presuming that was what he meant when he said a star that was “on its way out.”

      Bashrik nodded from the pilot’s chair. “We discovered what looks like a dying star not too far from here, a few days’ travel at most. Ronad was checking fairly recent news for any dislocated populations and came across several species that had been placed elsewhere due to unstable home worlds. A bit more investigation, and all the signs led to what we hope is a dying star.”

      Stone patted Bashrik on the shoulder. “I still wouldn’t o’ needed a nav system, mind.”

      “Of course you wouldn’t, Stone. You’ve got the sharpest navigational mind I’ve ever seen,” he replied effusively, staring at the hand on his shoulder as though it were the hand of a hero.

      I looked to Navan, too anxious to be amused. “That all sounds great, but before we head for the Stargazers, we need to find somewhere that sells sweetblood.”

      Stone frowned. “What de ye want that gunk fer? Rots yer gnashers.”

      “Nova needs it,” I replied, feeling my nerves build.

      Navan smiled at me, his expression reassuring. Holding my hand tight, he turned to the others. “I suppose we’ve got a lot of explaining to do. You should settle in, because this story is a long one.”

      It looked like we’d come to the crossroads that I’d been putting off. The others needed to know what had happened—they needed to know about Nova, the growth serum, the space station, the immortality elixir, Mort, Lazar… all of it. I might not have been ready to talk about any of what had gone on, the pain and terror still too fresh, but looking into Navan’s eyes, I knew that was why he was here and that was why I loved him so much. Any weight I couldn’t hold, whether in my arms or my heart, he’d carry for me.
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      Over the course of the next few hours, Navan and I recounted what had happened since the moment we were taken by Aurelius.

      I stayed quiet to begin with, only speaking up to fill in the sections Navan hadn’t been present for. But, as time wore on, I couldn’t help adding more and more, telling them all about Mort’s help, wanting to paint him in the light he deserved, and how we’d discovered that Nova was the key the rebels and the queens had been looking for all along—a true melding of two species—to complete their elixir.

      Everyone looked horrified as we told them about the growth serum that had been pumped into my body every day, during the brief pregnancy, their horror increasing as we explained Nova’s sweetblood addiction. Although, it was more than just an addiction; it was a necessity that would last her entire lifetime.

      “It’s the only thing that nourishes her properly,” I said sadly. “I’ve been trying to nurse her, but it doesn’t seem to do much for her. It can fill a gap if she’s hungry, but if she doesn’t have sweetblood, it’s no good.”

      “Makes sense now, ye needin’ us to swing by someplace to swipe some,” Stone replied. “Sorry to hear ye’ve gone through that with the wee’un. Ain’t right, ain’t natural. Those snakes ought to be held to ransom fer what they’ve done to ye.”

      Lauren nodded. “I knew they were capable of terrible things, but synthetically forcing a child to grow like that? And planning to make you conceive a baby just for their nefarious purposes? I mean, I know you conceived naturally, but I would have thought that was a step too far, even for them.”

      “That’s ‘cause yer too generous, Ren. Bad blokes like them’ll go to any ends to get what they’re wantin’, without givin’ a hoot about ethics. Right an’ wrong are all shades o’ gray to fellas like that—I should know. Afore ye, me own moral compass were similar. Anywho, what am sayin’ is, I’ve met enough of ‘em in me lifetime, and Ezra were always a particularly bad sort o’ chap. I sensed it the moment I met ‘im.” He paused. “Makes me a little shamed fer ever doin’ business with him in the first place. There are some folk even I won’t trade with, an’ baby exploiters is top o’ me list.”

      “What happened to Mort?” Angie asked. “You said the two of you had formed a friendship in your time on the space station. You said he wanted to do whatever it took to help Nova get away from Ezra and Aurelius. If that’s true… where is he? Shouldn’t he be with you?” The note of hope in her voice made my heart clench.

      “He was supposed to come with us,” I replied. “In fact, he engineered the whole plan. We pretended I was dead, and then he and Navan were wheeling me out of the space station, toward one of the escape pods… Everything was in place. And then Aurelius came along and blew our cover. We made a run for it, but we didn’t have time to key in all the overrides for the escape pod. While all of this was going on, Mort mentioned there was an immediate release lever. We didn’t realize then what he had in mind…”

      A sob caught in my throat, but I continued. “We tried to get Mort to come into the pod with us. We told him we could get the overrides done in time, from the inside… Honestly, we thought he was stepping into the pod to join us, when he stepped back at the last minute and pulled the lever.” Glancing around the room, I saw tears falling from Angie’s eyes, but she wasn’t the only one—it seemed the story had hit home with everyone.

      “Aurelius came up behind him and… well, he saved our lives by sacrificing his own,” Navan added, noticing that I was struggling to finish the grim tale. “He meant it when he said he would do anything to keep Nova alive and safe. If we’d stayed on that space station, I’d be dead, and Riley and Nova would be slaves, kept around until Ezra and Aurelius decided they didn’t need them anymore.”

      “Well, Nova doesn’t have anything to worry about anymore,” Bashrik said, breaking the sad silence. “We’ll follow Mort’s lead. You can count on us to do whatever it takes to keep Nova safe.”

      Lauren nodded. “We’ll care for her because she’s family. She’s come from the two of you. We come as part of the package.”

      “You’re damn right!” Angie wiped the tears from her eyes.

      “Aye, I’ll keep the wee one from harm, right enough,” Stone added. “I’ll teach her all hundred ways to slice off a bloke’s low-hangin’ fruit without him even realizin’ they’re gone! And I’ll teach her to fight, and to see a scam a mile off, and to win at stabscotch. S’all in the action o’ the wrist.”

      “Maybe when she’s older,” Lauren said, putting a gentle hand on Stone’s shoulder. She flashed me a look, making me laugh through my tears.

      “We’ll all help you take care of her, and raise her as part of this mad family we’ve created,” Ronad said, gazing down at Nova still. “I know they say you can’t choose your family, but Nova’s gone ahead and chosen us… and right now, she’s all cozy in my arms and she’s going nowhere. So, you two should make the most of it. The pair of you look exhausted. Go on, head into the sleeping quarters and get some rest before you collapse.”

      Xiphio also seemed entranced by the baby. “We shall take care of this small miracle, starting now. There are rooms prepared at the end of the corridor; I hope you find them to your liking.”

      I stared at the clustered group in awe, watching Nova’s slate-gray eyes flitting toward each of the faces above her, a gurgle rising from her throat. Her tiny hands reached for Ronad’s shirt, gripping the fabric inquisitively as her gaze traveled from person to person.

      She truly seemed to love the variety of faces that surrounded her, from gray-skinned coldblood to fish-scaled merevin to human and ambaka. It cheered my heart to know that Nova was going to grow up with such a wonderful, if unconventional, group of people around her. Although, Stone’s lessons in scavenging would definitely have to wait until she was eighteen… if at all.

      “We’d love to get some rest, but we need to find somewhere that sells sweetblood first,” Navan said grimly. “We’ve only got three bottles left, and they’re not going to last long. I don’t want to put my daughter through the hunger pangs, but I also don’t want to put you all through the sound of her suffering. It’s not something anyone should have to hear.”

      “I can check some local marketplaces if you want,” Bashrik offered, turning to the dashboard to begin a search.

      I nodded. “That would be great, Bash, thank you.”

      “I could run a wee check of the darkstar, if ye’d like?” Stone chimed in. “Ye might be able to get yerselves some in bulk, if ye know where to look… which I do.” He flashed us a grin, his eyes twinkling.

      “I mean, we’d prefer to get it from safer—” Navan began, but I cut him off.

      “Would you do that for us?” I didn’t care where the sweetblood came from, as long as we had a lot of it. I could deal with my own addiction, but I couldn’t bear the sound of my daughter in agony. The need for sweetblood was built into the fiber of her being; she couldn’t live without it. I could tell Navan was worried it might be tampered with or fake, if we purchased it from the darkstar market. Then again, it was supposed to be a common commodity, as easy to find as sugar or coffee in a supermarket. Surely, it wouldn’t be too hard to pick some genuine stuff up on our way to the dying star?

      “Aye, it’d be me pleasure. Call it a baby gift. Ambaka like me normally give stories and suchlike in place of a gift ye can hold in yer mitts, but ye can have some sweetblood as an exception.” He pulled out a device and began to type on the screen, his eyes darting side to side as he scoured the darkstar market for what we needed.

      Bashrik frowned as he read the results of his own search. “That’s weird.”

      “You seein’ what I’m seein’?” Stone asked, peering over Bashrik’s shoulder.

      “Shortages?”

      Stone nodded. “And prices like ye wouldn’t believe. I’ve seen serrantium go fer cheaper!”

      “Yeah, I’m seeing that too. Even in the normal marketplaces, they’re either sold out of sweetblood or they’re selling tiny bottles for a huge amount of credits.”

      “What? How can that be possible?” Navan stepped forward to glance at the results.

      “Not sure, pal,” Stone replied. “Sweetblood ain’t the kind o’ thing that’s usually in short supply. ‘Til now, I could go to any corner of the universe an’ find me a vial to put in me tea. Looks like somethin’ might o’ gone awry. I know there’ve been a couple o’ crackdowns on the traffickin’ of organic goods—might be an export issue.”

      Navan’s face fell. “Do we still have Killick’s credit devices?”

      “We gave a few to the Fed for repairs, but we’ve got twenty thousand credits left between the ones we still have,” Lauren replied.

      “That’s not good enough,” Navan murmured. “Twenty thousand credits will barely buy two vials.”

      “Are you kidding me?” My voice caught in my throat, as though a hand were squeezing it.

      If we couldn’t afford to buy sweetblood at all, then how the hell was Nova supposed to survive to the end of the week, let alone years and years into the future? This was a total disaster. I thought of the simmering pot of overly potent sweetblood that I’d thrown at Bosen and Rini, and hated them even more for their selfish actions. They could have taken a few more bottles for themselves, and we’d still have had enough to last us for six months at least. Why did they have to use it all? Maybe they’d known about the shortage already—maybe they’d seen an opportunity and snatched it up. I cursed at them silently, using every expletive I knew.

      Navan shook his head. “The cheapest vial is almost eight thousand credits.”

      “And on the darkstar market?” I looked to Stone in desperation.

      “They’ve got crates o’ the stuff, Ri, but they’re goin’ fer millions a box.”

      “Then what the hell are we supposed to do?” I knew I was shouting, but I couldn’t hold my feelings back. This was my daughter’s life on the line.

      “Might I make a suggestion?” Xiphio cleared his throat, a faint flush of purple coloring his cheeks.

      I turned to face him, my eyes wide. “Anything.”

      “I may have mentioned this place to you before, though it’s not somewhere I would ordinarily point out as a destination. It’s not a nice place to end up,” he replied nervously. “Vitriol Tower is no more than a couple of days away. It would mean postponing our journey to the Stargazer planet and going back on ourselves somewhat, but we cannot press on anyway, for fear of putting Nova at risk. I believe I told you it was a waystation for the lost and desolate travelers of the universe, where they might ask for help in their moment of need. I would say we fall under that category in this instance.”

      Lauren nodded in agreement, which seemed to please Xiphio greatly.

      “We could ask for information about the Stargazers themselves, too,” she said. “I mean, Stone can only remember bits and pieces—the black lakes and crystal oceans of the planet itself, and a few other, hazy memories. It might be worthwhile to collect as much intel as we can before heading for their planet so we’re a bit more prepared.”

      “Aye, sorry me mind’s full o’ holes when it comes to those odd folks,” Stone said. “I keep pushin’ to remember more, but me brain just pushes back. If I were a bettin’ man, which I am, I’d say the Stargazers did somethin’ to me head to make it that way.”

      I looked around the room, before my gaze settled on Navan. “If Vitriol Tower is our only chance, then that’s where we have to go.”

      “Learning more about the Stargazers can only help us,” Navan conceded. “After all, we still have to convince them to help us once we reach Aeon. Getting there is the easy part.”

      Ronad nodded. “If someone at Vitriol Tower knows what we could offer them, in exchange for their assistance, then that benefits us massively. We could go through the gateway knowing what we have to ask them, targeting the conversation to our advantage.”

      I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be as simple as a straightforward exchange, nor did I think we’d get the chance to bend the conversation to fit our agenda. The Stargazers were unlike any other species we’d ever encountered—they were the stuff of myth and legend, witnessed only by a select few. They lived on a different astral plane than the rest of us. These weren’t people to be trifled with. If they wanted to help us, they’d help us. If they didn’t, I doubted they would. No amount of trickery, bribery, gifts, or rhetoric would change that.

      After all, how could anyone persuade a secretive, all-knowing race to fight their battles for them? Surely, people had tried before us. Had they failed? Had they succeeded? Had they ever been heard from again? It was impossible to know. No, I was sure that it was going to take something else, something special… Soon enough, we’d know what would be required.
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      I stirred from a restless slumber, leaving Navan asleep as I slipped out of bed. As tired as I was, I just couldn’t drift off for longer than an hour at a time. I dipped in and out of consciousness, my anxious mind waking me up in a cold sweat every so often, my heart pounding. I knew what was responsible. I was constantly terrified that Nova was going to go missing, the maternal instinct in me unable to fall into a deep slumber. I’d left her in the cockpit with Ronad and Bashrik, who’d promised to take care of her, but six hours had gone by, and I was ready to have her in my arms again.

      Grabbing my clothes, I pulled them on and stole out of the chamber we’d retreated to, casting an affectionate look back at my sleeping husband. We’d been too exhausted for anything other than rest, but it had felt nice to have his arms around me, spooning me close. I really loved that man.

      I was halfway down the corridor, heading for the cockpit, when the sound of people chatting distracted me. I knew I needed to get to Nova, but I couldn’t help my curiosity. She would be okay without me for a few more minutes.

      Through a door to the left, I found Stone, Xiphio, and Lauren sitting around a table, eating while they talked. It was a kitchen of sorts, with a central island and worn chrome worktops wrapped around the food-stained walls. They looked up as I entered, smiles spreading across their faces.

      “Hello, sleepyhead,” Lauren teased. “You hungry?”

      I nodded, rubbing my stomach. “Starving. Although, I should probably get to Nova.”

      “Hey, you need to eat, too,” Lauren reminded me. “Besides, she’s fast asleep. You might as well get some food in you while you can. And it’s your lucky day. We managed to nab a Fed ship with a food printer, but it isn’t as good as the one on Killick’s ship. I think he spoiled us.” She lifted a plate of gray-tinged mystery food and a rock-hard bread roll, a chuckle rising from her throat. The sound of her laughter drew the eyes of both Stone and Xiphio, who gazed at her adoringly.

      “Right now, I’d eat anything,” I said.

      “Anything, coming up.” She moved over to the food printer at the back of the rudimentary kitchen and typed in a few symbols. The machine got to work.

      “What are you all talking about in here?” I wondered. “I take it Angie and Bash are… otherwise engaged?”

      Xiphio blushed. “I do not feel it is appropriate to discuss the behaviors of our fellow crewmates.”

      “Xiph, ye old junkhound, not everyone’s as horny as ye, wantin’ to go at it all day, every day,” Stone teased. “Bash is at the helm, pilotin’ like a boss. Ange is catchin’ some zeds. She ain’t slept too good since ye got snatched, Ri. Think she can rest easy now yer back, nestled in our bosom, so to speak.”

      “I am by no means ‘horny!’” Xiphio protested.

      Stone laughed heartily. “Nah, now ye mention it, I’d say yer more of a scaly sort.”

      “Did you just taunt him so you could set him up for that joke?” Lauren rolled her eyes, though a small smile turned up the corners of her lips.

      I could tell she was even more smitten with Stone than she’d been the last time I’d seen her at his bedside. Still, it looked like part of her was still torn. The way she defended Xiphio, and placed her hand on his shoulder as she brought my food over, made things all the more confusing.

      Maybe she still hadn’t made up her mind as to whom she preferred.

      “It were a good jest though, Ren—couldn’t resist!”

      “Ah yes, a very good joke, Mr. Stone.” Xiphio laughed, but the sound came out strained.

      “Back to your question, Riley,” Lauren said, steering the conversation away from the boys’ banter. “We were just talking about the Stargazers, and what we might do about them when we reach Aeon. Stone keeps trying to remember more about his time there, but that block on his mind keeps getting in the way.”

      I nodded, taking a seat at the table. “I’ve been thinking about the same thing.”

      “What’s yer take on it?” Stone asked.

      “I think it’s going to be more difficult than we realize to convince them to intervene on our behalf. I mean, what assistance can they actually provide? Surely, if they knew something like this was going on, and wanted to do something about it, they’d have stepped in already.”

      “Maybe they need a little push in the right direction,” Lauren suggested. “They’ve stayed out of other species’ issues for so long that perhaps they’ve forgotten that they can intervene.”

      Stone grimaced. “Aye, or maybe they want us to wreck ourselves. Maybe they’re sick o’ our crap, all o’ us startin’ wars and killin’ each other all the time.”

      “Or, it could be that nobody has come to ask for their help in a long while, and the only way they will intervene is if they are asked,” Xiphio said hopefully.

      “Aye, but why’d they come an’ get me? I never asked nothin’ of ‘em, but they came an’ got me anyway. They knew I was on me ass, close to toppin’ meself and endin’ it all, and they swept in an’ stopped me.” He paused in thought. “They never had to do that, if what yer sayin’ is true, but there they were, savin’ me from meself.”

      “Maybe it’s their duty to protect the last of a species,” I suggested.

      “Cheers fer the grim thought, Ri.” He flashed me a smile, though his eyes twinkled with sadness. “Makes sense, I s’pose. Wouldn’t want the last of a species puttin’ a blaster through his head, right?”

      “Can you remember anything about the ones that picked you up? Anything that might help us?” I pressed.

      “Oh, aye, I can see one of ‘em clear as day,” Stone replied. “I think there were three of ‘em came to swipe me, but I can only see that one’s face.”

      My eyes widened. “You remember one of them?”

      “Aye, funny-lookin’ critter called Orfaio. I can remember ‘em holdin’ out their hand and tellin’ me that, but after the intro, all gets proper fuzzy.” He took a sip of his drink. “All feels way too personal, like I shouldn’t be delvin’. Feels like I’m dippin’ into me darkest parts, y’know?”

      “That’s really good progress, though,” Lauren said. “I didn’t know you could remember what they looked like. It’s a great start. If you can work backward from meeting this Orfaio person, then you might be able to remember more and more.”

      “I didn’t know I knew about that critter ‘til just then. Like I say, odds an’ ends come an’ go in me head. One sec it’s dead clear, like it went on yesterday… next minute it’s gone.”

      “Do you remember the kind of ship they took you away in?”

      Stone frowned. “Shimmery is all I can tell ye. Like water glistenin’.”

      “See, it’s all a puzzle. You just need to put the pieces together!” Lauren was grinning. “This is amazing stuff.”

      “Ye think?”

      “Of course! Hardly anyone in the universe has seen these beings. Even a small amount of information is going to help us out. Now, can you remember whether they were friendly or not?”

      Stone shrugged. “Aye, gotta warmish vibe from ‘em. Never felt afeared or ought like that. While I were there, I felt like I were in a good speck, y’ know? A safe speck, far from all the bad in the ‘verse.”

      “Why did you leave, if it felt like a safe place?” Lauren asked.

      “Couldn’t tell ye.”

      “Hmm… well, we’ll sit here and go through everything, see if we can’t jog your memory a little bit more.”

      Stone smiled. “Sounds grand to me.”

      “Alas, I must leave you both to your investigations,” Xiphio said, standing sharply. “There are many things I must attend to before we arrive at Vitriol Tower. I’m due to receive passes from the Fed, to assist in getting us to the front of the line when we reach the Hall of the Voice of Judgment. Otherwise, we may waste weeks there, waiting in line.”

      “Voice o’ Judgment?” Stone laughed. “Couldn’t ‘ave called it anythin’ less doom an’ gloom, could they?”

      “Apparently not,” Xiphio replied, his tone a little curt. “Now, you know where to find me if you require my assistance with anything.” He turned and strode toward the exit, his head hung low, his shoulders slumped. Evidently, the poor guy was hurt.

      “I should probably go after him,” Lauren mumbled, getting up off her stool.

      I shook my head, stopping her. “No, it’s okay. I’ll catch up with him. I’m sure it’s nothing—he’s probably just stressed or something.” We both knew it was a lie, but the last person Xiphio needed to see right now was Lauren. There was nothing she could say or do to cheer him up, unless she got a sudden impulse to declare her undying love. Unfortunately for him, it didn’t look like that was going to happen anytime soon.

      I left Stone and Lauren to their conversation, hurrying out of the kitchen to catch up with Xiphio. The merevin moved faster than I expected, and it took me a couple of minutes to find him in one of the side rooms that branched off from the main corridor. He was sitting in the corner of a small observatory, staring out at the endless vacuum of space. The poor guy looked devastated, his chin resting on his hand.

      I knocked on the open doorframe, not wanting to burst in and startle him. “Hey, Xiphio.”

      He turned slowly, trying to change the expression on his face. “Is something the matter?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      “I am fine, Miss Riley. You should not worry yourself about my welfare.”

      I walked toward him and sat down in the chair opposite. “You don’t seem fine to me, Xiphio. Clearly, something is on your mind that you don’t want to share with the rest of us. I can understand that, but you might find it helps if you talk to me about whatever is bothering you.”

      “I’m fine, Miss Riley.”

      “No, you’re not,” I said softly. “You’re in pain, and as your friend, I’m worried about you.”

      He sighed, turning his gaze out toward the window again. “It’s irrational. I do not wish to trouble you with my trivial concerns.”

      “Please, Xiphio, tell me what’s upsetting you. I hate seeing you like this.”

      He sighed. “The thing is… ever since Stone awakened from his coma, Miss Lauren has been at his side. She has barely left him for a moment, and while I understand that she has been nursing him, and he has been in need of assistance, I cannot help my feelings of overwhelming envy,” he explained miserably. “I adore Miss Lauren with every fiber of my being, and I know that I’m foolish for allowing myself to get so downhearted about something as trivial as love, considering everything else going on around us, but I cannot help the intense feelings I possess for that delightful woman. It physically brings me discomfort to see her with him, and to see her falling more deeply in love with him with each day that passes.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true, Xiphio.”

      He cast me a sad look. “You have not seen them as I have, Miss Riley. You have not seen how their affections have progressed,” he said. “Truly, I wish I could erase every memory I have of her, so that I may continue to exist without experiencing this heartbreak. You see, I’m not a selfish man, Riley. I do not wish to possess her for myself, damning all others. My sole wish is for Lauren to be happy, even if that means she is with Stone. However, I cannot watch while another man basks in the warmth of her love. It shall shatter me into a thousand pieces, despite my desires for her to be happy. I shall have to know of her happiness from a distance; otherwise, I shan’t survive.”

      I wanted to reach over and wrap the poor merevin in the tightest bear hug. I didn’t know what to tell him to make things better. There was no quick fix for heartache, and I had a feeling it would be a long time until he got over Lauren. Yet, I knew he meant it when he said he wanted her to be happy; he just couldn’t be around to watch the love grow between Stone and Lauren. I could understand that. I really could.

      “I’m sorry…” was all I managed.

      He smiled sadly. “Anyway, my personal problems pale in comparison to what faces us,” he said. “I have deeper worries concerning your beautiful little girl and her sweetblood reliance. For such a fate to befall one so young hardly seems fair. Truly, myself and the others, and any Fed agents I can persuade to assist, shall endeavor to ensure that Ezra and Aurelius pay for what they have done to you and your daughter. It may not be anytime soon, but we shall ensure that justice is delivered, one of these days.”

      “That warms my heart, Xiphio,” I said, giving him a watery smile.

      “I pray that it comforts you. However, I have some concerns, as I have said, regarding what may happen once we reach Vitriol Tower to request sweetblood from the Voice of Judgment.”

      “You think we might have some trouble getting it?” I asked.

      A flicker of worry passed across his huge eyes. “Not exactly. You see, though I have never asked the Voice of Judgement for anything myself, one of my fellow agents told me a tale once. This was prior to his acceptance into the Federation. He had broken down close by and required fuel. The Voice gave him the fuel, as requested, but soon after, he discovered that the fuel had been traded by a traveling family who were in need of nourishment. My fellow agent happened to rescue them from being stranded on a nearby moon, picking up the rescue beacon upon his return to his home planet. They, too, had run out of fuel, as they had exchanged much of it for the food they needed.” He paused. “So, I fear the Voice of Judgment may supply whatever the wisher asks for, but not always in the way we might expect.”

      “You’re worried about what price we might end up paying in return?” I asked, my chest tightening.

      Xiphio nodded.

      “You don’t think it’ll be a straightforward exchange?”

      “I do not, Miss Riley.”

      I was about to delve deeper into what he thought about the Voice of Judgment when a knock interrupted us. Bashrik stepped into the room a moment later, carrying Nova in the curve of his wing, the same way Navan had carried her when we were running from the shifters. Weirdly, I felt jealous, wanting wings of my own so I could hold her like that.

      From the sound of her grumbling, she was hungry for more sweetblood, though we were getting worryingly low on supplies. After what Xiphio had just told me, I was even more nervous about her future, and what price we might have to pay in return for enough sweetblood to last us. Nova would likely need sweetblood for the rest of her life. The growth serum she’d been given as a fetus had somehow made it a part of her, making it a requirement for her to live. A necessary evil that she couldn’t rid herself of—not the way I could. I had an addiction that could eventually be overcome.

      “There you are,” Bashrik muttered. “I’ve been looking all over the ship for you.”

      “Sorry, I was coming to get her when the others distracted me. What’s up?” I got to my feet and walked over to him, glancing down at Nova, whose cheeks were a bright, angry red.

      “She’s been fidgeting and acting strange,” Bashrik explained. “Ronad keeps swinging and jiggling her, but nothing helps. She’s in some kind of mood.”

      I smiled. “She’s probably just hungry. It’s been six hours since her last vial of sweetblood, so she’s due for a feeding. Did you not try Navan?”

      Bashrik shook his head. “I didn’t want to wake him. He looked totally out of it, so I thought I’d come and find you instead.”

      “Yeah, he was sleeping like the dead when I left him.” I wished I had his ability to sleep soundlessly, drifting off for hours on end without a care in the world.

      Eager to hold my girl again, and feeling a little guilty about getting distracted, I reached over and took Nova from Bashrik’s wing, cradling her in my arms. I was starting to feel the familiar itch and discomfort of my sweetblood withdrawal creeping through my veins—it had been six hours since I’d taken a drop. Although, there was nothing like the adrenaline of the past few days to take the edge off my cravings. I still wanted the sweetblood with every cell in my body, but it was getting slightly easier to deal with. Nova’s need, on the other hand, would never let up. I wanted it, she needed it.

      “Are we on course?” Xiphio asked.

      Bashrik nodded. “Yeah, we should be there by the end of tomorrow at the latest, though I’m punching the engines to try and get us there sooner.”

      The moment of our arrival was drawing closer and closer, but now the thought of getting there filled me with dread. I had known it wouldn’t be a simple exchange; otherwise, anyone could ask for anything. Clearly, as with most things, the value of what was given had to match the value of what was taken, but I hadn’t expected things to be so twisted.

      Once again, I found myself terrified for Nova’s future. But, more than that, I was worried about asking more from the Voice of Judgment. If we continued with our plan and requested something to help us in our fight against the immortality elixir, what kind of price would we have to pay? Would information about the Stargazers cost us more than we could afford, one way or the other?
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      We arrived at Vitriol Tower the following evening, landing at the overcrowded docking port outside the space station just after midnight.

      Most of us had slept all day, with Bashrik, Ronad, Navan, and Stone taking turns to man the pilot’s chair. The docking port was like a cattle yard, packed to the rafters with ships of all shapes and sizes crammed into a relatively small space. Bringing whatever we had that might be valuable, we took a side exit out of the docking port and headed down a long, winding corridor into the main body of the space station.

      Even with the passes that Xiphio had managed to acquire for us, we ended up in a snaking line that seemed to go on forever, coiling all the way up to the top floor of the Tower. This was going to be a long wait, especially with Nova down to her last bottle of sweetblood. She’d had half of one that morning and another half a few hours ago, and we were keeping the final vial in reserve for when she started to scream her head off. There were other lines meandering through the space station, and our lines passed every now and then, though they seemed to have longer waiting times than ours. I felt sorry for them, seeing their miserable faces eyeing our line with envy.

      “Would you care for a drink, sweetling?” a voice asked, an hour into our wait. I was getting woozy on my feet, exhaustion catching up with me. I still hadn’t managed to get a proper night’s sleep, as my mind was constantly racing with worry.

      I glanced at the speaker, who stood ahead of me in the line. Everything from her nose downward was shrouded in a strip of shimmering scarlet fabric, the material sweeping up and over her head, so all I could see were two golden eyes peering at me from the top edge of the material. A hint of golden flesh could be seen between her eyes and above a hairless brow, but that was it. The texture of her skin looked strange, too, as though it were covered in millions of minuscule jewels that glittered when the light caught it. Her voice sounded ancient, though it was difficult to decipher her age with so much of her face and body covered.

      “What are you drinking?” I asked, my mouth parched.

      “A simple brew of hot water and dried fruits, to soothe the mind.”

      I smiled. “I would love some.”

      “Here you are, my sweetling,” she said, plucking a ceramic cup out of nowhere and pouring some pale purple liquid into it. She handed it to me, watching me with kind eyes as I lifted the cup to my nose and inhaled the sweet aroma. It smelled so good and tasted even better, a sugary, sour tang tingling on my taste buds as the liquid slipped down.

      “Thank you. I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

      “The name’s Namjoo, sweetling, and who might you be?”

      “Riley.” I gestured to the others, who were chatting away behind me. “That’s my husband, Navan, and my friends—Xiphio, Stone, Lauren, and Angie.” Bashrik and Ronad had stayed behind to watch the ship. Xiphio had warned that a Fed vessel might draw some attention out here at Vitriol Tower, so they’d volunteered to stay.

      The strange lady chuckled. “Quite the bunch.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so.” A smile crept onto my lips. “What can I say, we like to pick up waifs and strays.”

      “Glad to hear it! So many species have a superiority complex these days; it’s refreshing to see such happy integration, the way it ought to be.”

      “I agree.”

      “What is it you do for a living, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      I frowned. “We do a lot of things, to help people across the universe, though I suppose you could call us travelers, for the most part.”

      “What a delightful occupation.” Namjoo clapped her hands together. “My son wants to be an explorer one day.”

      “Your son?”

      She nodded. “He’s the reason I’m here at the Tower. He has been missing for several months. I last heard from him near here, when he sent me a distress call, but there has been no contact since. I am hopeful he may be in one of the Judgment Compounds, awaiting a verdict from the Voice. Sometimes, the judgment is immediate. Other times, it takes a while. There are people who have been here for years, awaiting their assistance from the Voice. It is why some often give in long before, and leave again, though there are many who do not have the luxury of leaving without an answer.”

      I stared at her in shock, losing my voice for a moment. People had been waiting here for years? I didn’t want to be selfish, but I started to worry that we might be here for years, too. I mean, we’d been given those passes to help move us more quickly through the system, but what if “quickly” meant months instead of years, or weeks instead of months? I didn’t have enough sweetblood for that. Looking ahead and behind, I noticed the desperation in people’s eyes. How long had they been here?

      I cleared my throat. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Have you been waiting here long?”

      “I shall receive word of him soon enough. The Voice shall speak, and it will deliver, I am certain of it.” Her eyes twinkled with hope. “As for my time here, I was in a different line for almost a fortnight, but a kind stranger offered me their pass earlier today, allowing me to join in this line instead.”

      “At least you won’t be waiting too much longer.”

      I hoped neither of us would be, though I felt bad for putting myself in the same category as her, when she’d already been here for two weeks. In comparison, we’d barely been waiting at all. Still, I had no idea how long we might be here for—what stretch of time lay between us and the Hall of the Voice of Justice.

      “No indeed, I shall have news of my Jimin soon enough,” she replied.

      “Is that your son?” I asked, wanting to take my mind off the subject.

      She pressed her hands to her chest, her long sleeves falling back to reveal more of the curious golden skin. “It is, sweetling. He is my pride and joy. Truly, he is all I have left in this world.”

      “So, you think he might be here? I mean, if you last heard from him somewhere close to here, then it seems reasonable that he might have come to the Tower to ask for fuel or repairs for his ship, to get home to you.”

      “That is my hope, sweetling. I hope he may be here, so we may be joined in the Judgment Compounds, and I may take him home with me. Perhaps I might be the very thing he has asked for, and he is awaiting me as we speak.”

      I remembered what Xiphio had said about the Voice’s tricky ways and wondered whether she might be right. After all, it would mean the Voice had delivered, even though it hadn’t actually lifted a finger to help directly.

      “I hope you’re reunited, Namjoo,” I murmured.

      “And I hope the Voice delivers what you want, too.”
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      Another eight hours and endless cups of fruit tea later, we reached the top floor of Vitriol Tower. A gigantic set of double doors stood in front of us, with two guards letting in a person or group at a time, drawing them from each of the four lines that ended in the same foyer. The guards chose from our line more often than the others, letting ten consecutive people go in before choosing a person from one of the other lines.

      Namjoo went in ahead of us, looking hunched and vulnerable as she stepped through alone. I wished her good luck before she entered, and I guessed the exit was on the other side of what lay beyond the double doors, because she didn’t come back out again.

      Ordinarily, I would’ve worried that we were all going to get murdered in some horrible way, but Xiphio had already assured me that this place was safe and, for the most part, death-free. People died in the awful conditions of the Judgment Compounds, but they didn’t die by the Voice’s hand… unless that was what they asked for.

      And then, it was our turn.

      The guards ushered us in as a group, though we’d already decided to split our requests so that each person asked for something different, instead of all asking for the same thing. I wasn’t sure if it was a one-person, one-wish deal, or if this Voice would let us ask for multiple things at once. It seemed easier to spread the load, just in case.

      “Is it just me, or does this place scream Wizard of Oz?” Angie whispered as we entered a vast cavern of a room. I guessed this was supposed to be the Hall of the Voice of Judgment. It shattered the solemnity that had rested over our lengthy wait. Her eyes widened. “Wait, does that make me Dorothy?”

      I grinned. “No, I think that makes you the Scarecrow.”

      “You take that back!” She flashed me a smile. “I guess that makes you the Tinman, you heartless wench.”

      The hall itself reminded me of an airplane hangar, with vaulted ceilings and floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto the emptiness of space. I imagined that, if I got close enough, I’d be able to see the metal domes of the Judgment Compounds and docking ports below and above, but guards lined the central aisle, preventing us from veering off course. Everything echoed, including our footsteps, as we walked across the slippery chrome floor toward a throne-like chair that sat atop a plinth at the far side. Agreeing with Angie, I half expected a big green face to appear, though what actually happened couldn’t have been further from it.

      As we neared, I realized there was a creature sitting on the throne, though it was no bigger than a mouse, taking up the tiniest amount of space on the chair’s velveteen cushion. It was a fully formed, apparently sentient being, with legs and arms and a head, and blue hair spiked into a beaded mohawk. It was wearing a silky shift of bright turquoise wrapped around its body, and two glinting blue eyes were staring us down.

      “Is that the Voice?” Angie gasped in disbelief.

      “Yes, I am, as it happens,” the creature replied dryly, its voice somehow booming. “You should never judge power based on size. Have you ever held a live firecracker in your fist?”

      Angie flushed red with embarrassment. “No, Mr. Voice.”

      “Well, you should. Then you’d see how mighty something small can be. Maybe you should do it anyway, just for my amusement.” A smug smile curved up the corners of his rodent-like lips. “Now, I’m guessing you’ve got a question for me. Otherwise, you’ve come a long way to do nothing but gawk at me. I’m flattered, naturally, but I imagine there’s more to this than pure adoration.”

      I stepped forward, trying to shake the surprise off my face. “We’ve all come here to ask for different things.”

      “Greedy,” the Voice replied. I couldn’t tell whether it was teasing us or not.

      “Is that okay?”

      The tiny man shrugged. “Sure, ask away. I’ll let you know afterward if I fancy fulfilling your requests or not. Maybe you’ve caught me on a generous day. Maybe you’ve caught me on a stingy day. These are the risks we run.”

      I flashed a nervous look at Navan, who gave me an encouraging nod. “My daughter needs sweetblood in order to survive. Please, might I request some sweetblood from you, to feed her, and stop her from dying a really terrible, painful death?” I decided to be brutally honest about what was at stake, in the hopes that it might persuade the creature to help.

      “And here I was, thinking you were going to give me a challenge. Frankly, all the requests have been tedious today.” The Voice sighed, giving a flick of his wrist.

      “You can help?”

      “Does a junkhound crap in the scrapheap?”

      I frowned. “Uh… I don’t know.”

      The Voice rolled its eyes. “Yes, I can help. Well, I can tell you who can, anyway.”

      “And who might that be?” I pressed, after a lengthy silence passed without the creature saying a word.

      “Do I have to do everything?” it muttered sardonically. “You need only talk to the woman you befriended before. The one with the tea. Had you sought to ask her more questions, you might have discovered what you needed without troubling me.”

      “Oh… um, thank you.” I frowned, wondering how this tiny creature knew so much. What even was it? It didn’t seem polite to ask.

      The Voice gave a jaunty bow. “My pleasure. Now, move along. If you’ve all got a question, this is going to take forever, and it is coming very close to breakfast time.”

      Navan was the next to step forward. He’d barely opened his mouth to speak when the Voice snorted in derision. “Don’t see your sort in here too often, not since those twins decided to split your planet in two and have a slice each for themselves. Ooh, you should have seen how all those defectors came scuttling out of the woodwork. I’d never had to figure out so many ways to acquire blood without causing another war.”

      “You know that war hasn’t ended, don’t you?” Navan replied.

      The Voice shrugged. “Not really my concern. Your sort don’t like to come out of your coldblood shells, and the rest of the universe doesn’t care to associate with you. I know those twins have caused another ruckus, and there are some unsavory characters involved in reclaiming what they believe is rightfully theirs, but show me a planet that hasn’t endured the same thing. Your kind will never stop fighting each other—it’s in your blood. You can’t help yourselves.”

      “Well, that happens to be why I’m here.”

      “Let me guess, you want me to miraculously fix a war that’s been brewing for decades, and do something about this newfound immortality of theirs, all in the blink of a magical eye?” The Voice cackled coldly. “I only deal in feasible requests, not impossible ones. If you want everyone on your planet to be friends and dance around in circles, loving and kissing each other as one big, happy family, you’ll have to wait until a winner emerges. See what they do with Vysanthe, then get back to me. I still won’t be able to help—I just want to hear what sort of mess you get yourselves into next.”

      This tiny creature was starting to annoy me. Yes, it had given me a way to acquire some sweetblood, though only time would tell how successful I’d be, but he had to be the snarkiest person I’d met in a very long time. The great and powerful Oz would have been way better.

      “So you won’t help?” Navan’s voice was edged with ice.

      “I can’t fix anything for you. What do you take me for, a Stargazer?” It cackled again, seemingly delighted with itself. “However, if you’re that desperate, I can give you a snippet of information. I’m not all-knowing for nothing, you know.”

      Navan smiled icily. “That would be great, thanks.”

      “Well then, my gray-skinned compadre, feast your peepers on this.” The Voice pressed a button on the tiniest device I’d ever seen, and a video stream flickered to life on the wall behind him. It showed the two queens’ fleets moving slowly over the frosted landscape of Vysanthe, a fine mist billowing out from behind their vessels. From the look of the terrain, they were flying over the northern reaches of the planet. Beneath their fleets, rebel soldiers crumpled under the curious mist, those who were flying tumbling out of the air, hitting the ground with an almost audible thud, though the video was silent. I knew they were rebels because they were wearing the gray uniforms that Ezra and Aurelius had brought in to mark out their army.

      “What is that stuff?” Navan asked, voicing my own question. I figured it was best if Navan was the only one to speak, in that moment, in case the Voice interpreted any interruptions as further requests, costing us dearly.

      “What does it look like?” the Voice replied.

      “Is it putting them to sleep?”

      “Ding, ding, ding, the grayskin isn’t as dense as he looks!”

      Navan frowned. “The queens must have created some sort of bioweapon to put the rebels to sleep,” he mused, turning back to the rest of us. “I guess that makes sense. They’re immortal, but they’re not immune to unconsciousness.”

      “Definitely not as dense as you look,” the Voice purred. “Shall we put Sir down as satisfied with his customer service?”

      Navan shot him a hard look. “I have enough of an answer, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Excellent, so who’s up next? My stomach is starting to growl, so make it snappy. I can be very parsimonious when I’m hungry.”

      Lauren strode forward, staring right down at the rodent-like features of the Voice. It was so hard to tell whether the creature was male, female, or neither, and the booming timbre of its voice was weirdly disorienting. I had a feeling there was some sort of microphone at work, but I couldn’t see any speakers, and its voice seemed to be all around us, pressing in on my ears. I desperately wanted to know what sort of being it was, especially as it seemed to know everything but didn’t care to get itself involved. It had barely batted an eyelid when it’d mentioned the war on Vysanthe and the newfound immortality of the rebels.

      “You say you’re not a Stargazer, but what can you tell us about those beings? If we were to find them, how might we entice them to help us?” Lauren asked, making me wonder if that was why the Voice had mentioned them in the first place. Perhaps it already knew our questions before we stepped into the room… but how? We probably wouldn’t find out, at least not today. We had more pressing questions to ask.

      The Voice turned serious for a moment, taking us all by surprise. “You know, people think fables are just for young’uns, but those folks have forgotten where true knowledge lies—it lies in the stories passed down from generation to generation. Once forgotten, these tales wither and die, losing their potency as they fall into obscurity. You could travel through most of the universe, and only a quarter would be able to tell you they’d heard of the Stargazers. Even less would be able to tell you such beings were real.” It smirked. “Then again, the universe is jampacked with idiots—just ask your gray-skinned friend over there. His folks are the leaders of the idiot brigade, always squabbling and striving to play God, forgetting the ancient history on which their planet was formed.”

      “And where might I find these old tales?” Lauren pressed. “Do I have to find someone who knows the stories?”

      “Far simpler than that, cherub.” The Voice grinned. “Head to the Lost and Found, see what you can rustle up from the dusty tomes left to rot amongst the endless detritus of a million species. Might be a book of fables there to help you on your quest.”

      “Well, when you put it like that…” Lauren said dryly. The thought of sifting through so much junk didn’t exactly sound appealing.

      “Although, like all my ‘gifts’ of knowledge, you’ll have to leave an item of equivalent value. Nothing comes for free in this universe; you ought to know that by now, regardless of where you come from,” he warned, his tone jingling with mischief. “Trust me, if someone says you can have something for free, they’re either lying or they’re biding their time.”

      Lauren turned to us, puzzled. We had a few items with us from the Fed ship, but nothing that was worth much. I could only imagine what the equivalent value for an ancient book of fables that would help us contend with the Stargazers might be. It seemed like a high price might be needed.

      “Don’t tell me, you’ve come all this way and got nothing to trade?” the Voice taunted. “If I had a credit for every time someone came in here and lamented the same thing, I could give this whole thing up and spend the rest of my days as a phony soothsayer like the rest of my kind.”

      “So, what do we do?” I piped up, feeling helpless.

      “Not every trade has to be made with physical goods. An equivalent item doesn’t always have to be corporeal—something you can hold in your hands. There is much in this universe that is of great value, if you know where to look.” He flashed a disappointed look, as though we were all imbeciles. “What did I just tell you?”

      “Stories… stories that mean more than they appear,” Lauren gasped, the pieces clicking. “If we leave information of equivalent value, then we can pay the price for our own information.”

      The Voice grinned. “Glad there’s one sharp tool in the shed.”

      “Thank you,” Lauren replied, smiling back at the rest of us. Not for the first time, I was so happy she was here to fit the clues together.

      “My pleasure. Now, enough. Get out of my hall this instant. My food shall be arriving momentarily, and I do hate to eat in front of other people. Anyway, judging by what I’ve learned of you, you’d just gawk and ask dimwitted questions. Go on, scoot!” He waved a tiny hand, his blue eyes glittering.

      We didn’t need telling twice. Following the gestures of the guards, we headed out of a door at the back of the cavernous room and stepped out into a hallway. Several doors branched off from the main space, with another set of large double doors at the far end. Symbols rested above the lintel of each doorway, but I couldn’t read what they said.

      “Lost and Found,” Stone announced with a grin, pointing up at the second door down. “Me favorite spot of all, where one fella’s junk becomes me very own treasure trove. Crazy what folks’ll lob aside, thinkin’ it’s worth naught. I, on the other hand, have a very discernin’ eye… three of ‘em, in fact!”

      “All the better for picking out bargains, am I right?” Lauren giggled.

      He nodded happily. “Aye, right y’are.”

      I snuck a glance at Xiphio, who was watching them with the most mournful expression on his sweet face. With every step those two took toward each other, he was pushed to the edges. It wasn’t hard to see that his heart was breaking, though I believed him when he’d said he wished them only joy. I just hoped it didn’t push him too far away from the rest of us.
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      Turning the handle and pushing the door wide, we entered the room marked Lost and Found. I wasn’t sure what to expect on the other side, but my jaw dropped as soon as my eyes grew accustomed to the gloomy interior. A flick of a switch lit everything up, showing the enormous warehouse in its full glory.

      Crammed into every available space were objects of every kind, from the weird and wonderful to the practically banal. There were crates of weapons I’d never seen before, boxes of toys and stuffed animals I didn’t recognize, stacks of abandoned games and gadgets, piles of discarded clothes and shoes, and rows upon rows of books of all shapes and sizes. It was like the universe’s biggest thrift store, and I, for one, was thrilled to be here. It was a bargain hunter’s paradise, though it carried that same mildewed scent that seemed to come with all secondhand goods, no matter where in the universe they were purchased. Didn’t matter if it was Earth, Phnossos, Zai, or anywhere in between… I was convinced that scent would stay exactly the same.

      Drawn immediately to the clothes, Angie and I began to sift through, with me picking out a new sweater made of an unknown, impossibly soft fabric in a coral-red shade, while she went for a kimono-style garment of richly printed silk. It was one of the most beautiful pieces of clothing I’d ever seen, and it looked perfect on her.

      “I guess we have to leave something if we take these,” I said, reluctantly.

      “Well, I don’t mind leaving this grim thing so I can feel like a dazzling freaking butterfly,” Angie replied, pulling off her plain black sweater and casting it onto the pile. I stared at the item in my hands before tentatively putting it back. I’d already asked for one thing today; I didn’t want to risk angering the Voice by taking something else. I wasn’t even sure if he could see or hear us, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      Despite its size, the Lost and Found was relatively easy to navigate, as everything was meticulously organized by category and followed an alphabetical order that Stone seemed to understand perfectly. He whizzed through the stacks with ease, running his index finger across several labels that meant nothing to me. I supposed there were some benefits to being a lifelong trader of secondhand goods—he seemed to know exactly where he was going, and all we could do was follow his lead.

      He skidded to a halt in front of an innocuous-looking stack of books, all neatly placed on shelves that were thick with dust. He peered at every title until his hand stopped on one particularly dusty tome, pulling it out of the lineup. Wiping the cover clean, he handed it to Lauren with a triumphant grin on his face.

      “Your fables, Ren.”

      “You found them?” she replied, staring down at the book in her hands.

      “Aye, it weren’t too tricky. Just gotta know where to look. I’ve spent years in dives like this, seekin’ out what I’m after. Second nature to me now.”

      She looked at him anxiously. “So, what should we leave in return?”

      “We could record a story about Vysanthe and leave it here, or maybe one about Earth,” Navan suggested, though he didn’t sound overly eager.

      “There are many tales of Almaghura that might be fitting,” Xiphio chimed in, with equally limited enthusiasm.

      “Actually, Ren, I were havin’ a couple thoughts about that,” Stone said, dropping his gaze. “I thought it might be grand to leave a tale about me home world. I mean, I figure it’s like the wee mite said—once forgot, them stories wither an’ die, crumblin’ away to dust. Might be takin’ me own spin on it, but the gist ain’t changed. If I leave me tales here, exchanged fer that book o’ fables, at least me folks’ll live on here. Maybe the ‘verse will forget us, sure enough, but me voice will still tell a tale for years to come, right here for anyone what cares to listen.”

      Lauren’s eyes glittered. “I think that sounds wonderful, Stone.”

      “A beautiful tribute,” I conceded, completely moved by his suggestion. Nova let out a happy squeal, making it seem all the more perfect.

      Navan smiled. “Even Nova agrees.”

      “Right, then I’ll leave me tale for future folks to find, should the mood take ‘em.” Stone darted back into the stacks to find a suitable recording device, before hurrying back to where we all stood. We all gathered around him in a solemn circle as he began to recount a story he’d heard from his grandparents, which had been passed down by their grandparents, and so on, and so forth, reaching back into the annals of his ancestors.

      It told of an ambaka girl named Hero who had held off the tide of an invading horde of avenging creatures that had come from the skies, singlehandedly keeping them at bay through ten days and ten nights. They had come to attack the ambakas’ holiest site—the Whetstone Mountains—where legend had it that the soul of the planet resided. It was a place of great power, as fables explained, the root from which the ambaka powers stemmed, offering great strength to worthy subjects. These invading enemies threatened it, and though there were towns nearby, no one dared to face the oncoming wrath—they no longer believed in the soul of the planet, praying the invaders would leave once they had destroyed what they had come to destroy. Hero heard the mountain call to her in pain and had hurried from her town to face the onslaught. She had struggled with every ounce of strength that she had, vowing to protect their holy site until her last breath.

      When other people saw her strength and defiance, they watched her in awe but did not dare to risk the fury of their enemies. And then, as the days passed, a boy named Ankh found his way to the mountain ledge where she stood, and he nourished her with water and food, so she would not falter. As she strained against the enemy, he told her stories he had heard, to keep her from falling asleep. He was an outcast amongst his people, born without the ability to freeze, and yet his heart was open and pure, his willingness to help Hero charming those who witnessed it. News spread, and the people finally came to help Hero. They reached the mountain ledge and turned their third eyes to the oncoming enemy, relieving her of the load.

      In the chaos that followed, the ambaka ridding their world of the enemy soldiers, they did not see Hero collapse to the ground. Only Ankh rushed to her aid, holding her in her last moments, willing her to stay though he knew she could not. Once the battle was over, they mourned the loss of dear Hero, who, in sacrificing her life, had paved the way for their future, reminding the ambaka of their ancestors and their roots.

      From that day on, those born without the power to freeze were no longer cast out but brought into the fold as revered members of society. And, at the end of every year, for ten days and ten nights, the old ways of the ambaka were celebrated, and stories were told around campfires and hearths, reminding and retelling, so the tales and truths that made up the nation of the ambaka were never forgotten again.

      “I s’pose this is me way of keepin’ that tradition alive,” Stone said sadly, coming to the end of his story and setting the recording device in front of the gap where he’d removed the fables book. “It’d be grand if a person could hear it one o’ these days an’ pass the tale on, like we used to do.”

      “If they don’t, we will,” I promised.
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      With the book of fables safely in our grasp, we headed out of the dusty Lost and Found, moving down the hallway toward the Judgment Compounds. Another corridor led back toward the docking port, but I figured Namjoo would be waiting for her son in the Compounds, just as she’d said she would. Perhaps the Voice had given her directions as to where she might find her lost boy. In a way, I supposed this whole place was a giant Lost and Found, with everyone looking for something.

      The noise from the Compounds hit us first, as we stepped out onto a wide metal walkway that overlooked what could only be described as a giant shantytown. The babble of thousands bombarded my ears, crowds forcing their way down narrow streets and across packed squares that had been fashioned out of junk and scrap. Houses had been built from any materials the inhabitants could get their hands on, and the smog rising to the domed glass roof was thick and hazy, the overpowering, sour scent of cramped bodies stinging my nostrils.

      A large screen hung above the farthest wall of the tent city, with what looked like names flashing up every so often. There was an enormous clock beside it, too, so the poor folks awaiting their answers might know just how much time had passed. From the looks of the city below, many of them had been waiting a very long time, their clothes threadbare, their faces gaunt, their demeanor screaming despair. I couldn’t help wondering what they’d asked for, and why it was taking so long to receive word of their request. Maybe, the truth was, they simply had nowhere else to go. Xiphio had said this place was for the lost and desolate travelers of the universe, so perhaps this was their answer—a place to call home with a roof over their heads.

      “How are we supposed to find Namjoo in all of this?” I muttered, turning to Navan. He held Nova in his arms, but she was starting to fuss.

      “See if we can spot that scarlet cloak of hers. It was pretty unique.”

      I nodded, narrowing my eyes as I scoured the throngs of people below. It was like a giant game of Where’s Waldo, only Namjoo wasn’t nearly so easy to pick out. We’d spent a long time in the Hall of the Voice of Judgment, but I figured she couldn’t have gone too far. Letting my gaze drift across the endless mixture of different species, I happened upon a figure standing to one side of a crowded square below, catching a glimpse of that unusual, shimmering red.

      “There she is,” I said, pointing to her. “Stone, can you freeze her there for a few minutes, so she doesn’t run off? I mean, without freezing everyone else?”

      The ambaka nodded. “No problemo, Ri, though I’ll have to be discreet, else I might bring some unwanted attention. Folks ain’t used to seein’ my sort no more.” He lifted the edge of his bandana, revealing just enough of his third eye. Namjoo didn’t seem to be moving much anyway, but, in that moment, she stilled completely, her cloaked face dipped as though in prayer.

      “You’re going to have to stay here, aren’t you?” I realized the error in my plan.

      “Aye, else I’ll have to let her go.”

      “How about Navan and I go and meet with this woman while the rest of you stay up here and make it look like Stone isn’t doing anything weird?” I suggested. “You can unfreeze her once we reach her, and we’ll meet you back here once we’ve finished chatting with her. It might give you a chance to look at the book of fables, in case we end up needing to ask for something else.”

      Lauren nodded. “Good idea. We’ll keep Stone company; you go and get your girl’s sweetblood.”

      “Yeah, you know what I’m like with crowds,” Angie added, shuddering. “I’ll end up punching someone in the face for touching me, then we’ll really be in trouble.”

      “Unless you want to come with us, Xiphio?” I asked, catching his mournful expression.

      The merevin shook his head. “No, I shall remain here and see if I may be of any use in the reading of this fable book. I should like to help where I may.”

      “Okay, then we’ll see you back here in a bit.” With that, I took Navan’s hand and headed across the walkway, moving quickly down a broad set of iron stairs that clanged as we walked. It led down to the ground floor of the ramshackle city. The crowds were overwhelming, the heat of so many bodies almost unbearable.

      Struggling to breathe in the muggy, uncomfortable mass, I kept my eyes on the square where I’d seen Namjoo, letting Navan push through the throngs with his muscular bulk. He was holding Nova in his wing-sling, keeping her out of harm’s way against his chest as we pressed on. Had she been in my arms, I knew we’d have been jostled every which way, since nobody seemed to have any idea about spatial awareness.

      Ten minutes of pushing later, we reached the corner of the square where I’d spied Namjoo. She was still standing there, her chin to her chest, frozen like a statue. Turning up to look at the walkway, I saw Stone surrounded by the others, his third eye fixed on the golden-skinned woman. Raising a hand, I gave him the signal to release her, which he did a split second later. Namjoo didn’t seem startled by the sudden release, or our unexpected appearance beside her. She was too distracted by her own grief, lifting her head to reveal crystalline tears streaming down her face, her chest heaving with wretched sobs, her hands clasped together in desperation.

      “You poor thing,” I murmured. “What’s the matter, Namjoo? Has something happened? Did the Voice not answer your request?”

      “Oh, sweetling, I did not see you there,” the woman replied, hiccupping through her tears. “You are kind… to ask. I received my answer, but… it was not the answer I longed for. My son is here… as I suspected he might be… but he is no longer with us. He took ill some weeks ago… of a plague that has been spreading through… this compound. They took him to the… infirmary, where all the sick… and injured are taken. He died… just last night.”

      “I’m so sorry, Namjoo.”

      “Had I managed to meet with the… Voice earlier, I might have seen… my Jimin in his final moments. Now, he is… lost to me. And there is only… me to perform the Saccharine ritual that shall send… him to his ancestors. It is not enough. He deserves more. I have failed my boy.”

      I reached forward and brought Namjoo to me, holding her tight as she sobbed into my shoulder. The hood of her red cloak fell back to reveal elfin ears and shimmering skin that sparkled as though she were encrusted in a million jewels, those golden eyes squeezed shut in misery as she clung to me. Long, silver hair cascaded down her back, a twisted crown of gold and rubies interwoven amongst the silken locks. Had I heard her right? Had she said the word “Saccharine?”

      Now, I understood why the Voice had sent me to find Namjoo—she had sweetblood running through her veins.

      I cast a nervous look at Navan, who seemed to be thinking the same thing. How the hell could we ask this poor, grieving woman to give us the sweetblood from her veins, or the veins of her dead son? Another trick from the Voice of Judgment, no doubt, but there was nothing I wouldn’t do for my daughter. I just hoped that, mother-to-mother, she would understand.

      “I know this is a terrible thing to ask you, when you’re suffering like this, but our daughter has a reliance on sweetblood,” I began quietly. “She’ll die without it, and there seems to be a shortage in the universe. Do you think there might be any way that you could donate some blood to us? I’m so sorry to ask. I wouldn’t if we weren’t totally desperate.”

      Namjoo burst into tears all over again, clinging tighter to me.

      “Oh God, please forgive me… I shouldn’t have asked. That was cruel of me. I should have known better than to—”

      “You must not offer apology, sweetling, for I cry tears of joy!” Namjoo proclaimed. “I should be delighted to bring another being life, borne from the death of my son. It is part of our tradition in the Seoltang tribe of Saccharines, that our lifeblood be returned to the natural order of our universe. It is why my soul wept, knowing I would have to perform the ritual out here, where nothing is natural, and his light would not be passed back to the energy stream of the universe. You have given me hope, sweetling—you and your remarkable child.” She peered at Nova with her golden eyes. “Even her wings are scarlet, the color of my family’s name. It is a sure sign that she is supposed to receive this final gift of my son’s energy.”

      I felt relief wash over me. “Are you sure?”

      “I am certain, sweetling. It would be my honor to offer you this gift of life, and I know my Jimin would have felt the same. He was a generous boy with the purest heart; he would want this unique child to live.” She pulled away, lifting the hood of her cloak and placing it back over her silken hair. “Now, would you be so kind as to follow me? I shall lead us to the infirmary, where we may honor my son with his last rites. It shall be a blessing to say goodbye to him.”

      Navan smiled. “Lead the way, Namjoo. We can’t thank you enough for what you are doing.”

      “It is I who must give thanks. For, once his blood runs in your daughter’s veins, it shall feel as though he is living somewhere still, safe and well, though far from my arms. On sad nights, I shall be able to picture her breathing and running and laughing, and I shall know my boy’s spirit lives on.”

      Tears pricked my eyes at the sentiment. There really was nothing more powerful than a mother’s unyielding love for her child. It could endure anything, even death and decay, lasting beyond any hardship and into eternity.
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      After detouring via Stone and the others, to let them know where we were going, we set off across the swarming mass of Compound inhabitants toward a separate staircase that lay beneath the large screen, flashing names every couple of minutes. The others were going to explore the Compound awhile, meeting us back on top of the walkway once we’d returned from the infirmary.

      Namjoo flashed a pass at the guards standing in front of the infirmary doors, and the bored-looking individuals gestured down the hallway to the right. There were two more hallways, one leading straight up and one leading off to the left, but the guards seemed insistent that we keep to the right. I couldn’t read what the sign said above the arched entrance, but the corridor veered away from the main flow of people. There was only a trickle going our way. As we walked, the temperature dropped, making it more and more obvious that we were getting close to a mortuary.

      I shuddered. You’re doing this for Nova. This is all for Nova.

      “What happened to your son?” I asked, eager to distract myself from the oncoming scent of chemicals and death. “How did he end up all the way out here—is it far from your home planet?”

      Namjoo smiled sadly. “This Tower is rather far from our home world, yes. I have traveled a long way to be reunited with him.” She paused, casting her golden gaze downward. “My Jimin was traveling the universe as a trader of exported sweetblood when pirates hijacked his vessel and left him floating in the darkness with nothing but a spacesuit and several days’ worth of air. The Voice revealed it all to me.”

      “So, how did he end up here?”

      “A passing ship plucked him from space and delivered him here, as they were already on their way to the Tower in search of necessary parts. He remained here, awaiting someone who might grant him justice for the sweetblood that was stolen, before returning him home to the Seoltang tribe. Every drop of sweetblood must be accounted for—he could not return without recovering it. Of course, the Voice can only deal in viable requests… Jimin’s wish took longer to materialize. He remained here, waiting for his name to appear on the board, so he might go to the Hall of Guidance—the place where, I recently learned, those with more complex issues must go, after enough time has passed for the problem to discover a solution. Not everything here can be immediate, and there are many things that are entirely impossible.”

      Navan nodded. “We’ve already discovered as much. The Voice was helpful with two of our requests, but there was one it couldn’t do anything about.”

      “That is the way of this universe.” Namjoo sighed, the entrance to the mortuary getting closer. Those who walked ahead and behind us were sobbing quietly, their faces twisted with grief. My chest tightened as I wondered what had happened to the loved ones of these people. Had they waited a long time to be reunited? I wasn’t sure how it worked.

      “Did his name ever get called?” I asked.

      Namjoo shook her head. “He was still waiting when the sickness took him. With so many people, of so many species, crammed into one space, disease and infection are inevitable. My Jimin contracted a complaint of the lungs. We do not have particularly hardy respiratory systems, as a species, and it appears he succumbed to an otherwise ordinary bacterial infection that he did not have the antibodies to fight off. It might have troubled a creature like you with a cough and a few days’ bedrest, but it killed my poor boy.”

      “I really am very sorry, Namjoo. I’m sorry you didn’t reach him in time.”

      “I believe that is why I was given a pass by the stranger in the line, so I might have the chance to give him proper burial rites before I must say the final farewell. The Voice works in mysterious ways, but it cannot always give us what we want. In this case, it gave me just enough.”

      Navan readjusted Nova, who was fussing more loudly. “Do you happen to know why there’s a shortage of sweetblood at the moment? We tried picking some up from the usual avenues, but everything was sold out or priced so high it would’ve bankrupted us, just to buy two vials.”

      Namjoo nodded. “A new director has taken charge of Universal Export and put a clampdown on the export of organic fluids such as sweetblood, regardless of it being voluntarily produced as our primary saleable product. We are not like the Sonorans, who are stolen and trafficked against their will. Our blood is given and bottled freely, to bring wealth into our nations.” Her tone was bitter, as though she resented the decision. “Officers have come to the main planets where Saccharines reside, such as my planet, Beoljib, and the planets where the Satang, Satou, Halu, and Alsukar tribes reside, all across the universe. They have closed down the factories and prohibited the export of our blood on a commercial level. As such, considering how popular our product is, it sold out quickly and was not replenished, leading to a spike in prices and rapidly diminishing stock. I doubt the factories shall ever reopen, as the fines for disobeying this director are exceedingly high. Nobody dares to risk it.”

      “And you don’t mind giving your blood like that, for others to use as a commodity?” Navan replied.

      “Not at all. The way we retrieve it causes no harm, and there is no death involved. It is a perfectly viable means of ensuring the future wealth of our nations, but this director has said no more. I could understand if we were being forced into it, but we aren’t. Indeed, I wonder how we shall all fare, now that we have to find another means of bringing credits into our planets.”

      I wanted to ask more, but the entrance to the mortuary came into view. Stepping through two guarded double doors, we entered an oddly pleasant space. The ceiling had a video playing across it, giving the false impression of a cerulean sky with clouds drifting past. The sound of chirping birds and running water could be heard, coming from speakers hidden in the walkway. Unlike the Compound, this vast chamber was scattered with lush green trees and endless bright flowers, though the scent of strong chemicals gave it away as a mortuary. It was too powerful for the perfumed blooms to overcome.

      Lined up neatly at the sides of the main walkways were glass sarcophagi with seats around them, the deceased lying within. There was enough space between each one to ensure the relatives had some privacy, with a curious conveyor belt leading up to closed irises in the sides of the walls. I figured these closed holes either led out to space, or to some kind of incinerator. Perhaps that was what kept this space station turning. The thought wasn’t a pleasant one, but it was an efficient solution.

      Namjoo followed a guide that had sprung up in front of her, leading us to the glass sarcophagus of her son, Jimin. He lay at the very back of the enormous chamber, looking infinitely peaceful, his shimmering skin still gleaming in the fake sunshine of the space. His eyes were closed, his long silver hair arranged neatly around a handsome face, a small smile playing upon his still lips, as though he had died without pain. A crown of gold and rubies rested atop his head, matching that of his mother, and his body was shrouded in a silky cloak of scarlet.

      “My boy,” Namjoo whispered, taking a seat beside him. To my horror, the glass lid slid back, allowing Namjoo to grasp at the frozen hand of her son. Whatever mechanism was keeping all these dead bodies looking fresh, it seemed to work without the sarcophagus being closed. The engineer in me was curious; regardless of the use, this was an impressive feat of technology.

      “What do you need us to do?” I asked, resting a hand on Namjoo’s shoulder.

      “Might you take his other hand, Riley? And you, Navan, might you stand at his feet?”

      We moved into position. Steeling myself, I took hold of the dead man’s hand, trying not to let my fear show on my face as I gripped his icy palm. His strange skin felt almost rough against mine, like snakeskin or sharkskin. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Nova being so close to so much death, but the calm atmosphere seemed to have soothed her back to sleep, her eyes closed, her button nose snuffling contentedly as she snuggled against her father. I supposed it was pretty peaceful in here, despite the corpses surrounding us.

      “Please, picture my son in your mind’s eye, and will him toward his ancestors. Think of him as tall and strong, as he was in life, and envision him living and breathing,” Namjoo explained, her voice musical. “We must send him on his way, toward the astral plane, where he might live out the rest of his next life in harmony and happiness. Envision a bright golden light around him, and lift him to a world beyond our understanding.”

      I did as she’d asked, closing my eyes and picturing his eyelids opening. She repeated the words as my mind set to work. I envisioned him rising from the sarcophagus and standing before us, with a smile upon his face. He was more handsome than I could have imagined, appearing almost ethereal, his strange skin glowing brightly, his features lit up contentedly. I pictured him moving away from the sarcophagus, stopping in front of his seated mother, his mouth moving in silent words, before a beam of golden light surrounded him.

      “May the ancestors embrace you,” Namjoo murmured. “It is done.”

      Tentatively, I opened my eyes, half expecting the corpse to have vanished, even though I could still feel Jimin’s icy hand in mine. He was still lying there, at peace, though his shimmering glow had faded, a dull sheen drifting across his rough skin. Had we really sent him off to some astral plane? It didn’t seem possible, but I wasn’t above believing this man had gone to a better place. There really was something almost magical about these Saccharines that made me want to believe.

      “Is the ritual complete?” Navan asked, opening his eyes.

      “It is, sweetlings,” Namjoo replied. “Now, we may begin the process of exsanguinating his body.”

      “Are you sure?” I bit my lip, feeling awkward.

      She nodded, tears trickling beneath the line of her face covering. “I am quite certain, Riley. He may live on in your daughter, and that shall bring me much comfort in the dark days to come, when I shall be forced to exist without him.”

      She typed something into the panel on the side of the transparent sarcophagus, and the lid closed again with a mechanical hiss. Serpent-like tubes coiled from beneath the padding that Jimin lay on, the needled ends sliding into the veins hidden under his dulled skin. Larger glass bottles appeared from below the sarcophagus, their ends slotting into designated holes. A moment later, the golden liquid of Jimin’s blood started to emerge from his body through the needled tubes, moving along the inside as though someone were sucking on a curly straw. It poured into the waiting bottles. Once one was full, a cap was pressed on top, sealing it tight, before another bottle took its place. Everything moved in a sort of production line, the full bottles extending outward so Namjoo could take them and place them in a box by her feet.

      Evidently, this wasn’t the first corpse to be exsanguinated, nor did I think it’d be the last. Blood was a commodity, and with so many species and diseases lingering in one place, I imagined this was a melting pot of medical progression—doctors from all across the universe, not to mention the equivalent pharmaceutical peddlers, would likely trip over themselves for a vial.

      “Your daughter is cherubic, if I may say so,” Namjoo remarked, snapping me out of my trance, my eyes fixated on the steady process of the draining blood. “Might I trouble you for a chance to hold her?”

      Navan smiled, scooping Nova out of his wing-sling and placing her in Namjoo’s outstretched arms. “It’d be no trouble at all.”

      “It has been so long since I have held a child so small, sweetlings,” she said, cooing over Nova, whose slate eyes had opened and were staring up in delight. “Goodness, she is marvelous. I have never seen a child such as her before. An unusual mixture, but an altogether wonderful one.”

      “Can any harm come to her, by ingesting blood from a… diseased body?” I wondered, watching the blood drain.

      Namjoo shook her head. “The blood is filtered as it is drained. Any remaining disease is destroyed. A tragedy, that blood is easier to cure once it is out of the body, but a stark fact, sweetling.”

      Despite the grim practicalities of the continued exsanguination, there was something sweet about Namjoo cradling Nova in her arms. For as long as these bottles of sweetblood held out, our child would be nourished by the blood of her child. It wasn’t an easily stomached truth, and it bordered on creepy if I thought about it too much, but I could understand how such a thing might bring Namjoo an iota of peace. She hadn’t been able to do anything to save her child, but in making this gesture of extreme generosity, she was saving ours.

      With so much death and destruction casting a shadow across the universe, even one saved life seemed special. If the Stargazers let us down, and Ezra and Aurelius continued with their plan for total domination, the universe would end up drenched in more death, with a side of enslavement to sweeten the raw deal. This woman’s help gave me hope that all wasn’t lost. There was still good in this universe, and if the Stargazers wouldn’t intervene, we’d just have to come up with something else. If this woman could offer so much, after losing everything, then so could we.

      “Excuse me?” A beanpole of a creature, with dotted green-and-blue skin, tapped me on the shoulder, distracting me from my thoughts.

      I turned. “Sorry, can I help you?”

      “I couldn’t help noticing the infant. Are you here to request items for the child?”

      “We came to ask for… food.”

      “Might you accept a small donation from myself and my wife?” He gestured to a shy-looking being who sat beside the opposite sarcophagus. She waved nervously. “We know how difficult it can be out here, raising a child. We would very much like to help you in any way that we can.”

      “Oh… that is very kind.” A lump had formed in my throat, and my eyes pricked with tears. Aside from the clothes she had on, we had nothing for her. Everything we’d brought for Nova was in the lost bag of sweetblood and the pod that was now little more than a pile of ashes. We had a few diapers, which we’d stuffed about our persons, made from washable toweling cloths, but that was it.

      The stranger shuffled away, returning a moment later with two blankets and a square of soft, cotton-like cloth. I took them in disbelief, staring at the donations. With these, we could make a bed for Nova, and make her comfortable wherever we went. I knew she liked the closeness of personal contact, but carrying her around wasn’t always going to be an option.

      “You don’t know how much this means to us,” I choked out, looking up at the Samaritan with bleary eyes.

      “It is the least we can do. I wish you well on your travels away from here… and I am sorry for your loss.” The green-and-blue dotty creature turned to Namjoo, bowing his head in silent reverence.

      “Your sorrow is well-met. Please, allow me to extend my own sorrow toward your loss,” Namjoo replied solemnly, swaying Nova gently from side to side.

      “Thank you for your kind words. Now, I must return to my wife.” He dipped his head again before scurrying back to the sarcophagus where his wife sat. His gesture of kindness seemed to unlock some sort of floodgate, because as soon as he departed, a steady stream of people made their way up to us, offering us all sorts of donations: a proper sling, some bottles, parcels of food, several toys, and a hovering device that seemed to act as a stroller. Each of these strangers shared their remorse for Namjoo’s loss, and we shared ours in turn, everyone leaving with their hearts a little bit lighter.

      By the end of it, I was a complete mess, tears streaking my face. I was overwhelmed by the kindness of these people, who didn’t know a single thing about us but felt compelled to make our journey easier to bear, wanting to offer help to our daughter despite her unusual appearance. There was no judgment, no prejudice, no coldness, only kindness and generosity.

      I realized, in that moment, that the Voice of Judgment’s power had very little to do with magic or foresight—it came from connecting the travelers who visited the Tower. The Voice guided as best it could, but it was up to us to help each other. As with Namjoo, they made me feel hopeful, all these different species coming together to give each other what they needed, regardless of where they’d come from or where they were going. This was the kind of power that could hold back the coldblood hordes, if that day ever came.

      I knew our time with Namjoo was drawing to a close, and I had no idea what to say. There wasn’t enough gratitude in the universe to thank her with. The tubes had drained away the last of the golden liquid before pumping a mysterious clear substance back into Jimin’s body, re-inflating him in the most unsettling way.

      “You must be on your way, sweetlings,” she said, as though sensing my thoughts.

      I nodded. “Will you be okay down here on your own? Do you want us to take you back to your ship?”

      “No, no, dear creatures, I will stay here awhile, saying my final goodbyes before I must let him go.”

      “I don’t know how we can ever repay you.”

      She smiled. “You have already done more than enough, sweetling. Now go, take this beautiful daughter of yours and keep her safe from harm. Do that, and your debt shall be repaid a thousand times over.”

      I took Nova from her arms, cradling her in my own. “I will, Namjoo. I swear I will.”

      “Thank you for everything you’ve done,” Navan said. “May your son find his ancestors, wherever they may be.”

      Laden with the gifts that had been bestowed on us, we said goodbye to Namjoo and left her to her son. Giving thanks as we passed by all those who had donated to us, we walked back through the mortuary and out into the corridor, heading back toward the ramshackle town that had formed inside the Judgment Compound. Lauren, Angie, Stone, and Xiphio were waiting for us, more or less where we’d left them.

      “Where’d all the loot come from?” Stone asked, his eyes wide.

      “The kindness of strangers,” I replied.

      “Aye, the ‘verse is a queer ol’ place. Ye’ll always be surprised by folks.”

      “Should we head back to the ship? Bash is probably out of his mind with worry by now,” Angie said, her gaze flitting toward the exit.

      I nodded. “Yeah, it’s time for us to get out of this place.”

      With all of us back together again, we hurried back through the network of hallways and corridors, walking toward the docking port. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been away, but I knew Angie was right: if we weren’t back soon, Ronad and Bashrik would start to worry. Besides, after everything I’d been through today, I was ready to confront the Stargazers.

      Heading down the raised walkway where our Fed ship was parked, I froze, everyone else coming to a sharp halt around me. Standing a short distance from the vessel, blocking our path, was a gang of pirates. Leading the pack was a figure I recognized, her unusual, brightly colored skin and darting eyes catching my attention before the rest of them.

      Kirin—the half-fae, half-merevin from the Junkyard—turned in our direction as we approached, a cold smile lifting the corners of her lips.

      “There you are, Captain Riley,” she purred, her melodic voice carrying the faintest hint of a giggle. “You’ve kept us waiting a fair while.”

      I frowned. “What do you want?”

      “We’ve come to collect the revenge bounty on your head.”
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      “Kirin?” Stone looked shocked. “What in all the ‘verse’s quadrants are ye doin’ here?”

      The half-fae, half-merevin grinned, pointing at me. “Got some unfinished business with this one. You and I can get down to some unfinished business, if ye fancy it?”

      “Not to be cruel or ought, Kirin, but not if ye were the last critter left breathin’. I ain’t the kind o’ fella to get burnt twice… or scarred, in yer case.” He cast a shy glance toward Lauren, whose eyes had narrowed toward Kirin. “Anyway, yer not me type.”

      “I used to be.”

      “Aye, well not no more.”

      Kirin looked stung for a moment, her gaze turning to Lauren. “’Cause of this one, is it?”

      “None o’ yer business, Kirin.”

      “What have you done to our friends on the ship?” I asked, breaking up the awkward banter.

      Kirin shrugged. “I haven’t done anything to your friends. One of the lads might have lifted the hatch and lobbed a sleeping grenade under it, however, so my guess is they’re having a well-earned nap. Now, how’s about we get on with this? You going to come quietly?”

      “Not a chance.” My hands balled into fists, my peripheral vision catching sight of my friends stepping up beside me on the walkway. Lauren looked like she was about ready to beat Kirin to a pulp, though she wasn’t the type of girl to lose her head over a guy.

      “I hoped you might say that,” Kirin said as her band of pirates advanced.

      “I thought you and me were pals,” I said coldly, preparing for an imminent fight. “You’re not mad about me pinning you to the door and taking what you’d stolen, are you? I thought all was fair in pirate law.”

      “It is, which is why we’re here to claim the revenge bounty on your head. The tides have turned against you, Riley. We’ve come to reset the balance.”

      Stone frowned. “What’re ye targetin’ her fer? She ain’t done ought to offend any one o’ ye.”

      “She hasn’t offended me, but she caused a lot of trouble on the Junkyard. You know the rules, Stone. Wasn’t too long ago she had a revenge bounty out on you. Ten thousand credits if memory serves. It’s the pirate way. You know that better than anyone.”

      “She hasn’t done ought to anyone,” Stone insisted, but my memories of the Junkyard attack weren’t quite so rosy. I recalled being told that pirates had died and been injured trying to get at Stone and stealing the serrantium weapons, and that there were likely going to be bounties out on my head as a result. They needed someone to blame for those deaths, and the buck stopped at me. I’d just pushed the memory to one side, considering everything else that was going on. Honestly, I’d never expected the collateral damage to follow me all the way out here.

      “Ezra is the one responsible for killing the pirates who stole the serrantium weapons,” I replied sharply. “I might have given you all the incentive to come to the battlefield outside the Salty Siren, but I didn’t force you to steal those weapons. Ezra got his lackeys to chase you because you’d stolen his property—that had nothing to do with me.”

      “Aye, but they wouldn’t have come out to fight if you hadn’t teased them with the bounty for Stone, which then got wiped off the board,” Kirin countered. “No one was happy about being conned out of ten thousand credits. Like I say, we’re just here to restore the balance. You brought pirates to that fight, whether you meant to or not, and pirates died because of the situation. Aye, you might not have been directly responsible, but you were the one who led them there, to the place where they breathed their last.”

      “Then put a revenge bounty out on Ezra. He’s the one who had these pirates killed, not me. Go back to the Junkyard and tell their crews who was really responsible; shift the blame from me, because I wasn’t the one holding the axe over their necks.” My voice dripped with venom. “Anyway, if they hadn’t been so greedy and stolen Ezra’s weapons, they might still be alive.”

      Kirin shrugged. “You’ve been named, Riley.”

      “Then un-name me.”

      “Can’t, I’m afraid.”

      I glowered at her. “That’s just it, though, isn’t it? You all are afraid. You’re afraid of Ezra and the coldbloods. You’re afraid of going after them because you know you’ll never get your precious bounties if he’s the one named. You’re a bunch of cowards!”

      “Ri, how’s about ye let me handle ‘em before this turns nasty, eh?” Stone whispered, lifting his hand to his bandana.

      I nodded. “Be my guest.”

      “Stone, don’t you da—” Kirin didn’t get to finish, as Stone took away his bandana, his third eye freezing the oncoming pirates. Now, we just had to figure out what to do with them. I supposed we could leave Stone on the lip of the ship’s hatch, keeping his gaze fixed on them until we were out of the docking port’s atmosphere.

      Suddenly, arms wrapped around my waist, yanking me backward. More pirates had snuck up on us unawares, singling me out of the group while they fended off the rest of my friends with blades and guns. Navan and the others shoved the goods they were carrying into the safety of the shadows, before rallying on their assailants. I cringed as the box of sweetblood bottles disappeared under a nearby ramp.

      Navan lunged for the huge, troll-like pirate who’d pulled me backward, but, with Nova in his arms, I knew he couldn’t fight the way he wanted to. She was more precious than me; we both knew that. Clearly, Kirin had forewarned her band of merry men about Stone’s powers before they’d landed, and now they were using that knowledge to their advantage. Stone could only hold back one half of the attackers at once, leaving the rest free to fight us.

      “You take your hands off her!” Lauren yelled, snatching up a length of metal pipe that had fallen from a nearby ship. Using the badass skills that Stone had taught her, she whirled the weapon in the air, bringing it down hard on the shoulder of a stunted, pudgy alien with bright pink skin. Still, for every pirate she took out, another one took their place.

      Angie and Xiphio flung themselves at the assailants, flailing their limbs, biting and kicking at everything in sight, trying to forge a path toward me, but it was no use. They’d come here for me, and they were more prepared than we could have imagined. Stone had no choice but to turn and freeze the half that held me, giving me the chance to get away, but as I darted for safety, more freed pirates sprinted forward, emerging from between ships, taking me by surprise and seizing me in one fell swoop. They seized Stone, too, tying a bandana back over his third eye. We were totally outnumbered.

      “You’ve gone soft on me, Stone,” Kirin taunted, released from Stone’s line of sight. “Protecting folks who aren’t your kind, after all the years we’ve spent as your friends and family—is this really how you want to repay us? You want folks spreading gossip about the great Stone, reduced to this?”

      “Ye wouldn’t understand, lass. Ye’ve never understood the concept o’ loyalty.” He flashed her a sour look. “Envy ain’t a good color on ye, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t you call me that!” Kirin raged.

      “Then let me pals go, an’ we’ll be away before ye can say ‘goodbye’—I know that word scares ye to within an inch o’ yer life. Ye never did say that to me, did ye?”

      “I was going through some stuff, Stone—you know that.”

      “Aye, but ye still blamed me, didn’t ye? Had lasses slappin’ me and hurlin’ a world o’ abuse at me in the middle o’ the street for nought.”

      Kirin snorted. “Well, looks like someone didn’t mind the gossip. You teach her that?” Her glittering eyes turned to Lauren, who was skidding along the walkway on her knees, bringing the metal pipe down on the legs of everyone she passed. They crumpled, crashing to the ground like hefty dominoes.

      “None o’ yer business what I taught her.”

      “How come you never taught me?”

      I fought against the pirates who held me, desperately looking to Navan, who was trying to protect Nova as he grappled with two oncoming attackers. Everyone was overwhelmed, and the hands that held me were vise-like. I tried everything: wriggling, writhing, kicking, using every Aksavdo move in my arsenal, but the silver-skinned alien seemed to be made of concrete. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get away.

      “I hate to break up the reunion, but would you mind telling us what you plan to do with me?” I asked bitterly. “Are you going to kill me or what?” I had visions of the concrete man crushing my head between his insanely strong palms.

      “Relax, it’s nothing as dramatic as all that,” Kirin retorted. “We only want to get ourselves some credits, in exchange for bringing you to the crews you slighted by getting ‘em mixed up in that mess. Not sure what they’ll do with you, mind, but you can rest assured we ain’t going to do you much harm. Depends how long you keep fighting back for, though, I guess.”

      “You ain’t changed a smidge, have ye?” Stone shook his head. “Were always about the credits with ye.”

      “Says you!”

      “Hey, my way o’ livin’ was far more honest than yours. At least I traded goods fer goods instead o’ pilferin’ and robbin’ folks blind. Yer moral compass were always shootin’ squint.”

      “Would you listen to yourself?” Kirin grumbled. “When did you get so high and mighty? It’s this lot, making you different. I’ve never seen you like this before.”

      Stone shrugged. “A lad can change his ways fer the right reasons.”

      “Look, it ain’t personal, Ri,” Kirin said, turning her attention away from Stone. Evidently, the thought of him in love with some other girl was too much for her. “I still like you as a pal, and I don’t hold our last meeting against you. You did what you had to do back then, stealing that book and stuff from me, but you’ve got to understand that that’s why I’m here, too—doing what I got to do. Bringing you in could see us sitting pretty for months and, no offense, but I don’t plan to slog and scrape if I don’t have to. I follow the money wherever it leads, just like Stone here says.” A bitter note tinged her words, as though she hated the fact that he was right.

      “And it’s like I said before: go after Ezra. He’s the one responsible for those deaths, not me. I’m nothing but a scapegoat.”

      Kirin nodded. “Aye, a valuable one at that.”

      “Just forget all of this, and we’ll find a way to bring you some credits—you’re interrupting us at a pretty bad time,” I pressed.

      “Not my concern, Ri.” She gestured toward Stone. “Lads, tie him up. I’ve got a sudden urge to take him back with us, but we can leave the rest of ‘em. Knock ‘em out if you have to—we don’t want ‘em following too close behind us.”

      A swarm of pirates surged around Stone, ensuring the bandana stayed over his third eye. Soon enough, they had him bound and kneeling. The stunted alien with the lurid pink skin, whom Lauren had battered in the shoulder, was standing behind Stone, holding his head in place, the same way that the rebel coldbloods had done when he was Ezra’s prisoner. He was dragged up the walkway and turned around to face everyone, his gaze flitting toward Kirin with utter disappointment.

      As soon as he was on the ground, the remaining pirates shoved Angie, Xiphio, and Navan to their knees, pinning their arms behind their backs. Navan held tight to Nova, keeping her protected in his wing-sling, shrouding her from sight. I knew he could have fought back with greater strength, but his fear of putting Nova in harm’s way had clearly held him back. The only one who was still on her feet was Lauren, who was whirling the metal pipe around in a frightening display of violent dexterity. Even the pirates looked terrified of her. Kirin, however, wasn’t paying her any attention. Her focus was entirely on Stone, who had been forced to kneel at her feet.

      “There’s something so satisfying about seeing you tied up like this.” Kirin giggled, sauntering toward him. Leaning down, she brushed the side of his face with her hand, her fingertips coming to rest beneath his chin. “Reminds me of old times.”

      “How about you get your slimy paws off him?” Lauren’s icy voice cut through the clamoring cries of the pirates, everyone falling silent around her. “You’ve come here for Riley? Well, that’s your prerogative. But you’re not leaving this place with her, and you can’t have him, either, so I suggest you all get back in your scrappy little ships and hightail it back to the Junkyard before I set a revenge bounty on every single one of your heads and collect the rewards myself.”

      Kirin gawped at her. Frankly, I did, too.

      “Ah, so you do know how to shut the hell up?” Lauren snapped.

      “Who the hell is this?” Kirin growled, flashing a look at Stone. “This can’t be her… is this really your new girlfriend?”

      “If you’re going to talk about me, how about you show me some courtesy and do it to my face?” Lauren shouted. “As it so happens, I am the new girlfriend, but I’m also Riley’s best friend. So, if you want to take either of them, you’re going to have to go through me.”

      Stone stared at her, his jaw dropping.

      “You picked a fiery one, Stone,” Kirin mused. “Then again, you always liked a challenge.”

      “Are you just going to keep pretending I’m not standing here?” Lauren fired back.

      Kirin was about to answer when another voice chimed in. “We got a baby over here, Kirin.” A gangly alien with a weaselly face and lightly furred, pale orange skin jabbed a clawed finger toward Navan’s chest, where Nova was safely ensconced in his arms.

      “What?” Her eyes narrowed.

      “A baby. This gray-skin is holding a baby.”

      Kirin took a step forward, but Lauren stood in her way, her hands gripping the metal pipe. “You don’t touch the baby, either.”

      “Why the hell do you have a baby?”

      “You remember me saying you’d interrupted us at a really bad time?” I said, my nerves jangling. I knew how vulnerable Nova made us—she was the ultimate bargaining chip in any situation. There was no way I’d let any harm come to her.

      Kirin nodded reluctantly.

      “Well, she’s part of the reason why this is all so freaking inconvenient,” I went on. “That baby belongs to Navan and me. She is ours.”

      “Yours?”

      “Yeah… a lot has changed since we last saw each other, Kirin, but you need to let us go, if not for our sake then for hers. She’s new to the universe, and she needs both of her parents.” I paused, weighing the risks of what I wanted to say next. “I know you can understand the importance of that.”

      “I didn’t know she were a mother, Kirin. Not sure I feel right ripping a mother from her newborn. Happened on my planet during the civil war. Our people never fully recovered,” the alien holding me said, his grip loosening as he looked to his boss for what to do. Despite his formidable strength, the silver-skinned alien seemed to have a heart that was firmly set in the right place.

      “Let me think, Roodbek! I can’t focus if you keep chattering in me ear!” Kirin barked, casting an anxious glance at baby Nova. She seemed conflicted, seeing something of herself in the hybrid nature of my baby girl. Her parents hadn’t been around; I doubted she’d want to inflict the same struggle on another kid.

      Lauren peered at me, her eyes glinting with unspoken words. After years of friendship, there was an almost telepathic link between us—we knew what the other was thinking, and it seemed we were on the same page. A window of opportunity had opened in front of us, but there was no guarantee how long it would last. Kirin’s hesitation wouldn’t last forever, and we couldn’t be sure what choice she would make.

      I tilted my head in a subtle nod, giving her the go-ahead. Nova’s reveal was all the distraction we needed.

      A split second later, I surged to my feet and sprinted forward, Lauren running just ahead of me, taking out anyone who got in the way as I dived for Stone, ripping the bandana off his head. Everyone froze, though Stone quickly released our friends from his grasp. Lauren clocked the lurid pink alien in the head, knocking him to the ground. With Stone holding the pirates frozen, Navan scrabbled for the box of sweetblood bottles and held it under his arm as he clutched Nova all the tighter. The others picked up the bundles of donations where they’d fallen, and I snatched up the hovering stroller.

      Laden once again and free of the pirates’ grasp, we hurried toward the ship, the hatch sliding open to greet us. A strange, sour smell lingered in the air, but the fog from the sleeping grenade appeared to have dissipated. Ronad and Bashrik were snoring away in the cockpit but seemed safe enough, their chests rising and falling steadily. Stone stayed at the edge of the hatch with Lauren, keeping his gaze fixed on the pirate horde, while I reached for Nova and held her to me. Navan pushed his brother and friend to one side and got the vessel in the air. I noticed that Xiphio had followed me and Angie into the cockpit, evidently wanting to be as far from the happy couple as possible.

      I felt bad for him, but I couldn’t dwell on his pain now. We needed to put as much distance between ourselves and the pirates as possible, praying they wouldn’t be able to follow our trail once we were pulled through the gateway beside the dying star. However, I couldn’t blame them for running after a valuable reward—it was in their nature. The one person I could blame was Ezra, adding this ridiculous revenge bounty to the long list of reasons I despised him.

      Well, that bastard’s judgment day was coming. And I, for one, couldn’t wait to see how the scales tipped against him.
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      “Why did they have to show up like that? Why couldn’t they just stay on their crappy excuse for a planet and leave us alone?” Navan barked, pacing in front of the cockpit window. Kirin and her pirate gang had put Nova in danger, and he was struggling to come to terms with it. Both of us were.

      We’d put Ronad and Bashrik to bed, letting them sleep off the last of the fog they’d been bombarded with, while Lauren and Angie sat beside Nova, who was safely tucked up in her hovering stroller. Lauren was reading her a story as she drifted off to sleep, the baby content after guzzling a measure of sweetblood. There was enough in the box Namjoo had given us to last several months, at the very least—maybe even stretching to a year if we were careful with our rationing. Xiphio had retreated elsewhere in the vessel, while Stone had made up some excuse about checking his eye. Meanwhile, the Fed ship was heading for the dying star, to seek out the gateway to the Stargazers’ planet, Aeon, but neither Navan nor I could relax.

      “You think they’ll come after us again?” I asked.

      “Of course they will, they’re pirates! They won’t stop until they have their money, and we can’t afford to have any more delays. Given what’s at stake here, their idiotic revenge bounty might end up having catastrophic consequences for everyone.” He slammed a fist into the wall. “Part of me would be happy to see Ezra and his band of zombies destroy the Junkyard first, for old times’ sake.”

      “You don’t mean that, Navan.” I knew what was really bothering him. With Nova in his arms, he’d been rendered virtually helpless, forced to hold back in order to protect her. That wasn’t the way he did things, and I could tell it was getting to him.

      He sighed loudly. “No, I know I don’t. I’m just pissed off, that’s all.”

      “We all are. But hey, at least we have enough sweetblood to feed Nova for a while to come, and we’re headed in the right direction to fix all of this mess,” I said encouragingly. “I doubt the pirates will be able to follow us through the gateway, and we’ve got a decent head start on them. After all, they don’t have the upgraded engines that we’ve got.”

      This seemed to cheer him up a bit. “You’re right. I’m just being a grump.” He moved over to where I stood, dipping his head to kiss me tenderly on the lips. I smiled against his mouth, feeling his hands slip around my waist.

      “You’re my grump.”

      “That I am,” he murmured, chuckling.

      “Well, I might have one thing to brighten up your mood,” Lauren said, pausing before she started the next story. She was putting the book of fables to good use, testing out the tales on Nova, though she’d had no eureka moments as of yet.

      “Tell me you found something juicy in there!” Angie replied gleefully.

      “Not quite—well, not in here, anyway,” she began. “I’ve been thinking about this replicator that you told us about, the one Lazar created. If we can somehow get our hands on it, once all of this is over, we can use it to replicate more sweetblood for Nova. That way, as long as we still have a sample, we can make her as much as she needs, for the rest of her life.”

      I gaped at my friend. “Just when I thought I couldn’t love you any more.”

      She grinned. “Hey, that’s what I’m here for. I’m a lifelong lover of puzzles—it’s my job to fit the bits and pieces together.”

      “You’re a genius,” Navan conceded, smiling. “To be honest, our girl is the luckiest kid in the universe. I doubt she could have a better bunch of people around her if she tried.”

      “Too right, and she’s sadly stuck with the bunch of us!” Angie laughed, while Lauren turned her head to gaze down at the sniffling child.

      “What are you reading to her?” I wondered, moving over to sit beside my two friends.

      “I’ve been working my way through these fables, but nothing’s jumping out at me,” Lauren said.

      “Do you mind if I listen for a bit?”

      Lauren shook her head shyly. “Not at all.” She opened the book out onto her lap. “The first few stories were just about planets—in the times when Stargazers were more present in the universe—whose residents insisted the presence of the Stargazers was nothing but a myth and ended up suffering through their pride instead of asking for help. This one looks a little bit more promising, though.”

      “Honestly, I’m almost dozing off listening to her,” Angie said dopily. “It is insanely relaxing. Why don’t adults get bedtime stories, man? I would love me a bedtime story, all tucked up with cookies and milk. Perfect evening!”

      “You’ll have to test Bashrik’s boundaries on that one,” I replied, laughing.

      Navan sat down opposite, eagerly awaiting Lauren’s storytelling. His expression looked almost childlike, making me smile. I’d forgotten how boyish he could be sometimes, when he let his guard down and didn’t have to be serious anymore. It was easy to overlook the fact that neither of us was very old; it just felt like it because of everything we’d been through. I was nineteen, but I felt about fifty.

      “Go on,” I urged, wanting to drift away for a while.

      Lauren took a breath. “A pink sun rose on the planet of Lantea, a world split into quarters, each ruled by the hand of one of four brothers. Sandir had the icy tundra to the north, Chiwetel ruled the verdant lands to the east, Qorianka took the changeable western steppes, while the youngest, Eshoek, held the tempestuous southern islands. Although the brothers had loved one another in childhood, maturity had driven them toward resentment and envy. Each longed for what the others had been given by their father on his deathbed, never satisfied with their own gift.

      “War ravaged the land, pausing now and then but never ceasing. Blood turned the oceans red, every corner of the globe a battlefield, while the cries of desolate women wailed in every breeze that cut across the world. It was inescapable, the envy of these brothers, though they did not suffer as their people suffered. They gave the orders and their citizens obeyed without question, fearing the wrath of their ruler. The only brother who wielded a blade himself, refusing to ask his people to perform the acts he could not, was Eshoek. He did not like to fight, nor did he wish to go to war, but his brothers gave him no choice.

      “Years went by, and the wars got worse, the brothers so consumed with their desire for the whole globe that they lost sight of their quarters of it. They neglected their farms, sending every able-bodied citizen to fight. They neglected their trade, their buildings, their prosperity, their growth. Eventually, three quarters held nothing but misery, famine, and fear. Death reigned supreme. Eshoek, safe on his isles, having retreated from the bloodshed, knew it would not be long before his brothers came for that which he had grown—that which his people had grown. In desperation, he pleaded with the Stargazers, the almighty overseers of the universe, to aid him in his time of need. He knew they had been silent for several decades, having grown tired of the petty squabbles of the universe, but he prayed they might listen to him.”

      “Did they?” Navan asked, mesmerized.

      “I bet they did,” Angie chimed in.

      Lauren smiled. “Word reached Eshoek that his brothers were banding together to destroy that which he had built, and so his desperation grew. He offered tears to the Stargazers, lying prostrate before the starry night, begging for their divine intervention, pleading for the lives of his people, even if it meant giving his own as sacrifice.

      “On the fourth day of his cries, an emissary of the Stargazers came down to greet him—”

      “I knew it!” Angie whooped, and Navan and I shushed her. “Sorry,” she whispered, as Lauren continued.

      “The being, otherworldly in every sense, appeared to Eshoek and asked what it was he wanted. Eshoek replied that he wished for a nation in which his people could be safe, without war tearing them asunder. He threw himself at the feet of the emissary, offering his life in exchange for those of his people—offering patience and diligence, if they would only help. When he looked up, the being was gone. Confused and dejected, Eshoek went to the highest point of the tallest tower amongst his islands and kept a keen watch on the horizon, waiting for their doom to come. He knew there was nothing more he could do for his people and pondered throwing himself from the tower. The love he felt for his people held him back, knowing he could not leave them to their fate.

      “That night, a vision came to Eshoek, giving him the information he needed to retreat with his people under the ocean, where they wouldn’t be found. He set to work the following day, and though his followers thought him mad, they did as he asked. When the fleets came, manned by Sandir, Qorianka, and Chiwetel, they found the towns and villages abandoned, with no citizen left in sight. Everyone had vanished.”

      “What happened next?” I whispered.

      “The brothers turned on one another, fighting to the death. For years and years, the warring continued, until nobody remained but the brothers themselves. They met in neutral territory, in the town where Eshoek had resided, lamenting the actions that had brought them to that moment, where they had lost everything. As they embraced one another, as brothers, a figure emerged from the shadow of the dormant volcano that loomed over the island. Eshoek had returned at last, to offer his brothers another chance—the hope of a new, peaceful nation, ruled by all four together. They accepted his terms, each of them stunned as a steady trail of citizens emerged from the shadow of the volcano to resume their lives aboveground. Eshoek would not speak of where he had been, nor would his people. He spoke only of the Stargazers, and their gift to him. For it was they who had brought Lantea back from the edge of extinction.”

      Navan whistled. “I wish my parents had read me stories like that when I was a kid.”

      “A bit gory for a baby, perhaps, but fables tend to be a bit on the Grimm side.” Lauren chuckled to herself.

      Angie grinned at her, nudging her in the shoulder. “Was that a joke?”

      “Might’ve been.”

      “That pirate boy is having quite the effect on you.”

      She blushed. “He always says I’m funny, but I never know if it’s supposed to be an insult or a compliment.”

      I put my arm around her shoulders, giving her a squeeze. “You are funny! I’ve been saying it for years. And it is definitely a compliment.”

      “Anyway, that’s the end of that story, so make of it what you will,” Lauren said, flustered.

      “Nova is going to grow up on stories of the universe,” I marveled. “Stories I never would have been able to imagine when I was a kid—they’ll all be real to her.”

      Navan nodded. “She’s a child of the universe, belonging everywhere at once.”

      I gazed down at her sleeping face. “I like that.”

      “Me, too.”

      Angie cleared her throat. “Once the pair of you have stopped making goo-goo eyes at your seriously adorable kiddo, might we pick each other’s brains about what the hell we think the fable means?”

      “This story involves the Stargazers more directly than the other ones I’ve read, which might hold the key to something,” Lauren said uncertainly, her gaze drifting across the words.

      I pondered the story she’d just told, trying to pinpoint anything significant. “I know the tale describes them as almighty, but maybe they’re not quite as powerful as the fable makes them out to be,” I mused.

      Angie nodded. “They seem to provide knowledge instead of physical power, which sucks. I mean, they left it up to Eshoek and his people to fix their own mess, with nothing but a little spooky guidance—a fuzzy vision in the old noggin, and that’s all you get.”

      “Rask, I’m hoping they can give us more than just a few ideas,” Navan muttered nervously, sending a shiver of dread up my spine. What if they were no more useful than the Voice of Judgment had been? What if they told us a load of riddles and expected us to just get on with it ourselves? Surely, they wouldn’t be considered these powerful, omniscient, almighty beings if they sat on their asses and did nothing to help. No, I couldn’t allow myself to get downhearted over the vagueness of a fable. Storytelling was important, the way the Voice had said it was, but these fables had likely been filtered down through countless generations. We had to take them with a pinch of salt.

      Lauren raised her hand. “Unless the vision is a metaphor for the physical intervention. How would they have known where to go, or been able to build what they needed, without the right tools from the Stargazers? Plus, if the brothers were on their way, they’d have had to build pretty quick. Maybe it’s symbolic of what the Stargazers actually offered.”

      “Ugh, this is like high school English class all over again. Didn’t like it then, don’t like it now,” Angie complained, rolling her eyes. “Do you remember how everything in those classes boiled down to sex? Literally, and metaphorically, everything was about sex. Poetry, plays, prose, old William Shakey… all sex crazy. Although, I very much doubt this little book of fables is about teenage angst and conch shells symbolizing… well, you know. Unless we look at that towering volcano. I think we can all guess what that’s symbolic of.” She arched an eyebrow, and I laughed.

      “You’re getting too bogged down in the details,” a voice spoke, startling everyone. Ronad stepped into the cockpit. He’d been leaning in the shadow of the doorframe, quietly listening in. “You’ve got to think about what Eshoek asked the Stargazer who visited him. He didn’t ask for immediate security, or guns, or anything like that. He asked for a nation without war and promised to be patient. His prayer was a bigger-picture kind of prayer—he showed the Stargazers, with his words, the future he wanted to achieve, conveying his hopes for what could be.”

      Lauren nodded. “I think you might be right. It fits with everything else in the tale.”

      “We should keep that in mind when we talk to the Stargazers, face-to-face,” Navan agreed. “If they ask us what we want, we have to explain the bigger picture to them, showing them that we want a universe without immortal coldbloods, that we want a universe without the fear and tyranny it’d cause.”

      In my mind’s eye, I saw the terrifying image that had been seared into my skull during Nova’s birth—the haunting vision of burning planets and my daughter standing at the center of it all. In that moment, I realized that what we needed to ask for was the very antithesis of that. If I could let them see into my head and ask for the opposite, maybe they would understand the desperation in our request. There was so much at stake here—too much to put into words.

      “As long as they get the bigger picture, we might stand a chance of being successful,” Ronad said softly. “Anything too small or personal, and they might not go for it. They don’t seem like the kind of folks who deal in individual needs, only those of a greater group. Even with Stone, they saved an individual, but for the sake of the whole species. Had they left him to… well, you know… the ambakas as a whole would have gone extinct. There are nuances to consider.”

      I let my gaze linger on Ronad a moment longer, noting that he’d been unusually quiet since the events with the nudus shield. He had spoken in the Fed infirmary about his regrets over losing his coldblood identity, convinced he could have done more to keep the shield up if he’d still had the powers that went with being a fully-fledged coldblood. Casting him a comforting smile, I made a mental note to talk to him later, to check in on how he was feeling about everything. The two of us had been so close during our time at the Idrax house, and a big part of me wanted that tight friendship back.

      Just then, Stone appeared in the doorway behind Ronad. “Ah, just the folks I were wantin’ to see,” he said, his gaze resting on Lauren. She looked back at him, her mouth opening and closing like that of a beached fish, her cheeks flushing red.

      “Uh, I’m going to grab an anti-allergy tablet from the medical cupboard. My eyes are all itchy from this dust,” Lauren said rapidly, closing the book of fables and getting to her feet.

      Without another word, she hurried from the room, brushing past Stone, keeping her head down. Things between the two of them had been awkward since the encounter with Kirin, especially after the girlfriend comment Lauren had made. I knew it was going to take some coaxing to get them in a room alone together, to hash out the details of what had been said and what it all meant. Hopefully, they’d get to it in their own time, but preferably before we reached Aeon. We were going to need everyone’s minds clear for our meeting with the Stargazers.

      “What’s up?” Navan asked, bringing Stone’s attention back into the room, instead of on Lauren’s retreating figure.

      “Aye, right… where was I?” he mumbled. “We’re gettin’ canny close to the dyin’ star, so I’ve been preparin’ the systems that’ll dangle me carrot at the Starfolk, to get ‘em to bite—me proverbial carrot, o’ course. I just wanted to come down ‘ere and check yer all grand with me course o’ action, and that yer all still want to crack on with this, ‘cause we’ve nee idea what’s gonna happen if they bite.”

      “What do you mean?” Angie asked, her worried expression a reflection of my own.

      “Well, we’ve no way o’ knowin’ how the cookie’s gonna crumble.”

      “In simple English?”

      “To put it plain to ye, lads and lasses, once we get drawn through this ‘ere gateway into Aeon, there’s no way o’ knowin’ if we’ll be able to leave again.”

      Yeah… that was a problem.
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      I was sitting on the edge of the bed, sorting through the donations we’d been given for Nova, when a knock at the door distracted me. Navan stood on the threshold, leaning oh-so-coolly against the doorframe, smiling at me with the kind of grin that made any woman’s heart melt. After all of us had agreed that we did want to carry on with the journey through the gateway, no matter the dangers, I’d come to my chambers to clear my head and get some perspective on the trials to come, leaving Nova in Navan’s capable care. But our little girl was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where’s Nova?” I asked.

      “I left her with Xiphio. He volunteered, and I thought we could put the private time to good use.” He stepped toward me, a sultry look on his face. The door closed behind him.

      A shiver of excitement and trepidation bristled through my nerves as he approached. I was still wary of how things had changed since giving birth to Nova, even though my body had bounced back thanks to Lazar’s injections. I was a mother now. Even without the bodily trauma, my entire mindset had changed, too.

      “Oh?”

      “I thought you deserved my undivided attention for a couple of hours,” he said, sinking to his knees in front of me. “After everything we’ve been through, I know we haven’t had much time for us. I thought it was time I changed that.” He pressed his hands against the mattress on either side of me and lifted up to kiss my eager mouth. My breath caught in my throat as our lips met, electricity crackling through every fiber of my being. In that moment, I felt like Riley—not a mom, not a wife, just me.

      “I’ve missed this,” I murmured, running my hands through his hair.

      “So have I.” He kissed me again, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me closer.

      “If we survive all this,” I whispered, melting into his embrace, “promise me we’ll never let our love fade. Promise me there’ll always be romance.” My heart was pounding as his lips traced kisses all the way down my neck; he was taking his time to get reacquainted with every inch of me.

      “I promise you there will always be love and romance between us,” he growled, nipping at my earlobe, making me gasp. “I promise my passion for you will never die. I promise, until the end of our days together, that I will scoop you in my arms and kiss you like it’s the first time.”

      I believed him. Hell, I’d been having so many doubts about us making love again, but in the space of a few minutes he’d chased those worries away, and my body was eager for his touch and his kiss. I wasn’t scared about how it might feel anymore. As long as it was him and me, entwined together as one, I knew it was going to be good. It always was.

      He lifted the edges of my shirt and pulled it over my head, throwing it to one side. His hands made quick work of my pants, too, helping me to stand as he shimmied them down over my hips. A grin flickered on his lips as he took in the sight of me, a deft hand unhooking my bra. I giggled as he pushed me back against the bed, burying his face in my chest, covering me in kisses. There was some tenderness and pain, thanks to the swollen breasts that Nova no longer needed. As soon as I gasped, Navan’s movements slowed, his touch more gentle and considerate.

      “You’re going to have to go easy on me,” I murmured.

      He looked up into my eyes. “I’ll go as slow as you want me to. I just couldn’t stay away from these.” He stared comically at my boobs, making me giggle again.

      Despite the discomfort, it was the most lighthearted I’d felt in forever, and our shared laughter brought me closer to him. Our relationship had changed so much, but at the very core of our love was the warmth and silliness that kept us together, falling deeper in love every day. Reaching for his shirt, I yanked it away, relishing in the feel of his bare skin against mine, dotting fervent kisses across the rippling muscles of his torso as he scooped me up, sitting me in his lap. I’d forgotten just how sexy my husband was, but I definitely didn’t mind the reminder.

      I reached for his belt, clambering out of his lap as I pulled his pants down his muscular thighs and cast them to the far side of the room. Feeling bold, I flashed him a grin and stepped out of my underwear, picking them up and spinning them around my finger before pinging them at him. He caught them in his hand, throwing them to one side as he stood up, waggling his eyebrows. A moment later, I collapsed in a fit of giggles as he attempted a brief striptease, swaying his hips from side to side and humming a faint tune as he removed his boxers, until we stood naked in front of each other.

      The mood changed in an instant, our eyes meeting in a gaze of pure longing. He closed the gap between us, slipping his hands across the curve of my waist as he pulled me toward him, his mouth catching mine, our tongues exploring. He carried me to the bed and lay me down. My body arched to meet his, desperate to be entwined in his embrace. His kisses deepened, his breath catching in his throat, the graze of his lips so passionate that the world fell away, blurring the lines of reality until I didn’t know where he ended and I began. We’d done this many times before, but something felt different. Not bad different, just more relaxed—more intense somehow, as though our fierce desire for one another and our powerful bond of companionship had melded together, creating something more satisfying than ever before.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Curled up in Navan’s arms, I stirred from my nap, stretching like a cat that had gotten the cream. Grinning at the memory of the last few hours, I curved closer to his body, fitting mine to the contour of his, loving every moment of being in his embrace, so safe and secure, without a worry in the world. At least, I could pretend that was the truth for a little while longer.

      “Rise and shine, beautiful,” he whispered, holding me tighter. “Can we just stay here for the rest of our lives?”

      I chuckled. “I wish we could.”

      He dipped his head, kissing my neck. “Maybe, if we’re really quiet, we can get a couple more hours together.”

      “When you’re around, there’s no way I can be quiet.”

      He kissed me again, laughing softly. “I love you so much.”

      Our delirious bubble of private happiness burst a moment later, to the sound of people whispering outside the bedroom door. I sat up, frowning. It sounded like Bashrik and Angie, arguing over who should wake us up.

      “What if they’re… you know…?” Bashrik muttered. “I don’t need to see my brother in the nude, thank you very much. He was always running around naked when he was a kid. I don’t ever want to see that again, now that he’s grown up.”

      “Well, why should I have to do it? They’ve earned a bit of alone time together—you were the one who insisted we wake them up.”

      “Yeah, a bit of alone time together, not four hours of alone time!”

      Angie sighed loudly. “I wish I could get four hours of ‘alone time.’”

      “Hey, there’s no need to get personal. You’re the one who’s always complaining that you just want to go to sleep.”

      “Because you insist on all the massages and the oils and the music and the staring into each other’s eyes for hours on end! By the time we get down to the good stuff, I’m already exhausted! Anyway, I say we leave them a while longer. They’ll come out when they’re good and ready. I’m not interrupting my girl having a good time, not after what she’s been through. She deserves to get wild and, you know, make sure all the bits and pieces are in full working order after pushing a kid out of—”

      “I get the picture, Ange. Do you always have to be so vulgar?”

      “I’m not being vulgar, I’m just telling it how it is. Now, are you going to knock or what? There’s a slice of cake with my name on it, and I refuse to keep it waiting.”

      Navan and I exchanged an amused look. Leaving him in bed, I pulled on my t-shirt and pants and stepped over to the door, opening the hatch to two surprised faces. They were still in mid-argument, their eyes wide in shock.

      “We’re already awake,” I said, smiling. “You’re not interrupting anything.”

      “Phew, and here was Bashrik worrying he was going to walk in on some Playboy centerfold.” Angie wiped a hand across her brow, before giving me a nudge on the arm.

      “I was not!” Bashrik complained. “Stop putting ideas in their heads.”

      Angie laughed, keeping her gaze fixed on me. “No, but really, I’m glad to see you looking so happy. And you, Navan, though you should probably stay where you are. Bashrik is terrified of you running around naked, the way you did when you were a kid.”

      “Will you stop, Ange!” Bashrik shook his head in exasperation.

      Navan laughed. “Yeah, thanks for spreading that story around, Bash. I’m sure that’s a mental image everyone needs in their heads.”

      Angie and I shared a conspiratorial glance, the two of us descending into hysterics.

      “Look what you did, Navan,” Bashrik muttered. “You know what they’re like once they get all giggly, and we’ve got important business to attend to. That’s why we’re here! We don’t have time for all this girly nonsense.”

      “Oh, come on, lighten up, Bash. There is always time for girly nonsense,” I countered.

      “What’s the important business?” Navan gathered the covers to his chest, looking oddly vulnerable in the middle of the bed. Our bubble had well and truly burst now; there was no going back to the happy hedonism of the previous few hours.

      “We’re nearing the dying star,” Angie explained. “Pirate boy is feeling all kinds of things in his waters. I think he’s being bombarded with images that were left behind by the Stargazers the last time he was on Aeon. Honestly, he’s acting even weirder than normal.”

      Navan frowned. “Who’s steering the ship? The gravitational fields are going to go haywire once we get close to the star. They’ll play havoc with the ship’s systems. We’re going to need our best at the helm.”

      “Ronad’s in the pilot’s seat,” Bashrik replied. “He’s got it under control.”

      “Good… that’s one less thing to worry about.” He didn’t sound overly convinced. “And this mind map thing of Stone’s is reliable?”

      Angie shrugged. “I suppose we’ll find out when we get sucked through some giant, invisible, astral gateway to another dimension. All pretty straightforward, right?” A nervous grin tugged at the corners of her lips.

      “Right, well, give us a couple of minutes to get changed, and we’ll meet you in the cockpit,” Navan said, shuffling to the end of the bed with the covers hiding his naked body.

      “Will do.” Bashrik led the way, with Angie following him down the hall, though she cast me a wink over her shoulder as she disappeared into the hallway beyond. We’d known our private world of bliss couldn’t last, but to be torn out of it so abruptly felt almost cruel. At least, if everything went awry, we’d had one last moment of pure passion and love together. Not everyone got to have that.

      The thought reminded me of my vow to speak to Ronad. I’d gotten so caught up in us nearing the gateway to Aeon, and reconnecting with my husband, that I’d completely forgotten to seek him out and speak to him, to check that he was doing okay. Silently, I renewed the vow, promising myself that I would take him to one side once we were on the alien planet, to make sure he was coping properly, and to get our friendship back on track. I owed him that much, after everything he had done for me. I would never have survived my time at the Idrax house without him, not without losing my mind, anyway.

      “You okay?” Navan asked suddenly, walking over to where I stood, snapping me out of my thoughts. “You looked like you were miles away.”

      I smiled, leaning up on tiptoe to kiss him. “I’m fine, just thinking about Aeon.”

      “Sorry we couldn’t stay here forever.”

      “We had to come back to reality sometime, right?”

      He nodded reluctantly. “Right.”

      Changing into fresh clothes, we headed out into the corridor, my fingers interlaced with Navan’s as we made our way to the cockpit. The others were already waiting, gathered together around the dashboard where Ronad sat, his hands dancing across the controls at rapid speed. Ahead, through the windshield, a beautiful light show was playing out around the remaining mass of the dying star. It was in the process of burning up to become a white dwarf, a planetary nebula of rippling blues, greens, purples, and oranges undulating outward like a huge, glowing mist of vibrant luminescence. The hot wind created by the expelled, gaseous outer layers of the dying star made the vessel judder violently, and Ronad was forced to fly blind through the worst of the gravitational anomalies, while keeping us far enough away to stop us from overheating.

      The dying star was one of the most incredible things I’d ever seen. Glowing strands of pink and cyan coiled around one another like warring snakes, while oceanic blue and glimmering golden ripples spread outward, moving with the odd shimmer of a mirage. I had no idea death could be so beautiful.

      Stone was standing closer to the windshield, staring out, mesmerized by the nebula. A faraway look had descended across his face, his attention focused solely on the swirling vortex surrounding the dying star. Lauren stood close by, her expression concerned. Xiphio, meanwhile, had retreated to the opposite side of the room, where he was holding Nova, tipping delicate drops of sweetblood into her mouth.

      Stone turned to us, removing the bandana to reveal his third eye. “Me mind don’t feel like it belongs to me no more, pals,” he said, his voice oddly distant. “I know where we need to go. The gateway is in me head.”

      The iris of his third eye had turned strangely galactic, a mass of colors and glinting stars swirling around one another, reflecting the nebula beyond the windshield. It was as though he were seeing something far beyond the physical realm, and far beyond anything we could understand.

      Our ship shuddered more violently, everything shaking as though the whole thing might break apart. A barrier was protecting the vessel, but if we edged too close to the dying star itself, I had a feeling nothing would be able to protect us from the gravitational pull… if the heat and radiation didn’t get to us first.

      “What’s going on, Stone?” Lauren asked in an encouraging tone, but he’d turned back toward the window.

      “The map is in me mind.”

      “Can you give me the coordinates?” Ronad asked frantically, beads of sweat trickling down his forehead. Evidently, keeping the ship from crashing into the dying star was harder than it looked.

      “That gift ain’t yours to receive,” Stone replied. “The gift is mine.”

      “Yeah, that’s all well and good, but we need the coordinates to this gateway; otherwise, we’re going to end up dead!”

      “The gift ain’t yours.”

      “What the—?” Ronad lifted his hands from the dashboard, the control panel going dark. “Stone, did you do that?”

      “I’ll lead ye.”

      “Stone, what are you doing?” Navan barked, running to the co-pilot’s chair to try to reboot the controls.

      “The gift is mine,” Stone repeated, over and over.

      “Snap out of it!” Bashrik yelled, sprinting for the ambaka. Lauren was the only one who stood in his way, lifting her arm to block Bashrik.

      “You can’t stop him. If you do, you put us all at risk,” she warned.

      “He is the one putting us at risk!”

      “He told me to stop you if you tried to prevent him from doing what he has to do. I didn’t understand when he asked me, but I understand now. We need to trust him.”

      “Trust him?” Bashrik gasped. “In a few seconds, we’re going to lose every single system on this ship—life support included. My trust can only go so far, if it means putting the rest of us in danger! Stargazers might be able to cope without oxygen, but we sure as Rask can’t.”

      Lauren stood in his way again. “Step back, Bashrik.”

      The ship lurched forward, sculling through space, moving closer to the treacherous pull of the dying star.

      Bashrik whirled around. “Have we got the controls back online? Are you doing that? Tell me you’re doing that.”

      Ronad and Navan shook their heads. “All systems are offline,” Navan replied. “We’re not steering anymore.”

      “Then who is?”

      The ship was moving in a very definite line, the engines roaring with the strain of fighting against the gravitational fields, but it wasn’t the star that was pulling us along. Stone’s eyes were closed, all except his third one. I realized, with a shiver of terror, that he was steering us with his mind.

      “Stone… Stone is controlling the ship,” I gasped, my chest constricting.

      A second later, sirens blared and flashing lights strobed as all the systems started to fail. The air had gone out of the room, the vessel losing oxygen fast.

      Clawing for any breath that I could, I scrambled across the cockpit to Xiphio, who was using his secondary respiratory system to feed oxygen into Nova’s nose and mouth, recycling the carbon dioxide in the air and passing it to her as oxygen. Knowing the merevin would soon pass out from his own lack of oxygen, I tore away the cabinet door where the emergency oxygen tanks were stored, and hooked one up to a mask, pulling it across Nova’s face and tying it off. Her eyes peered up at me in curiosity as Xiphio and I held her between us. Black spots appeared in my field of vision, my lungs screaming for air. I tried to hook a mask to my face, but my hands refused to cooperate—everything was made of lead.

      Without warning, a flash of something pierced my skull… a vision, penetrating my thoughts. It wasn’t a scene I recognized. I wasn’t back in the shadowed cavern with the fiery man who wore an icicle crown, nor was I watching the universe burn around the central figures of Ezra and my daughter. Instead, my gaze fixed on a swarm of flying coldbloods, the sky so inundated by them that they almost blotted out the sun. On the terrain of a planet I didn’t recognize, where the buildings were curved and covered in plants and flowers, blending in with the verdant landscape around them, people were running and screaming. A thick mist rolled in, burning my lungs as I inhaled it. No, these people weren’t ordinary people… they were ambaka.

      “Me folks… me people… me loved ones…” Stone wept, standing by the windshield. “I’m seein’ it happen, seein’ ‘em die all over again, all ‘cause I weren’t there to save ‘em the last time. I weren’t there… I weren’t there to watch ‘em die.”

      The image shifted to an endless plateau of destruction, an entire planet reduced to rubble and ashes. A sea of dead bodies scattered the globe, the image zooming in on Stone’s slumped figure on the ground, his arms cradling a little girl.

      “I couldn’t save me sister. She were only four… I couldn’t save ‘er. I couldn’t save me first love… I couldn’t save me parents… I couldn’t save any of ‘em. I can’t watch this again. I can’t do it.” He rasped a breath into his lungs. “It hurts… Me heart’s on fire. We’re so close to makin’ it through… but I can’t… I can’t watch this again.”

      I turned to look at Stone, the images still playing in my mind. I tried to shout encouragement, but I didn’t have the breath left. We were all going to die, and there was nothing any of us could do about it. The systems would fail, and we’d be dragged into the heart of the star, crushed to death.

      “You can,” Lauren whispered, visibly hauling herself to her feet with every ounce of strength she had left. She collapsed into Stone’s arms, looping her arms about his neck, holding on to him for dear life. He stared at her, as though only half seeing her. “You can, my love… you can do this,” she promised.

      Then she kissed him hard on the mouth.

      An explosion of bright light filled the room, air rushing back into my lungs, bringing me back from the edge of death. The light dimmed, and my blinded eyes opened. Nova was still cradled between the grasp of me and Xiphio. Only, she wasn’t wearing the oxygen mask anymore. In fact, the entire ship had vanished.

      Glancing around in disbelief, I found that I was kneeling on the shimmering surface of a different world, surrounded by black lakes and crystal oceans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the… Where did the ship go?” Ronad muttered, his head whipping from side to side in confusion. The others were clustered on the shimmering ground, which glittered like crumbled diamonds. The strange terrain sloped toward the crystal ocean nearby, while the ominous glint of the black lakes dotted the horizon. The sky rippled with shifting colors of aquamarine, lilac, and liquid bronze, reminiscent of the nebula we’d passed through.

      “Are you okay?” Navan rushed over to where Xiphio and I sat, dumbfounded, on the ground.

      I nodded uncertainly. “I think so.”

      “Can she breathe? Is she okay?”

      I gazed down at my precious baby, her scarlet wings stretching out as she yawned. “She seems to be fine. I got an oxygen mask on her in time, and Xiphio was feeding air to her before I reached her.”

      “Thank you, Xiphio.”

      The merevin dipped his head. “I swore never to allow harm to come to your daughter. It was the very least I could do, to keep her safe from danger.”

      Across the strange beach of twinkling diamonds, Lauren and Stone were kneeling opposite each other, her arms still looped around his neck, though they weren’t kissing anymore. Xiphio’s gaze was fixed on them, a sorrowful expression passing across his features. It didn’t matter how heroic he’d been with Nova—Lauren only had eyes for Stone.

      Just then, the crystal waters parted, and a curious figure emerged from the liquid, though the water didn’t seem to touch them. Not a single drop clung to their strange, purple skin, which glowed somehow, as though tiny lights were trapped beneath the top layer of their almost translucent epidermis.

      All of us watched the being in stunned silence, transfixed by the black, starry eyes that peered down at us. Every movement the creature made was as elegant as a ballet dancer’s, its body appearing both fluid and solid. It was hard to know whether the being was male, female, or neither. Their androgynous face was ethereal in its striking beauty, with a bald head decorated by shimmering jewels and coiled white markings, full violet lips, and a bone structure that could rival that of any model—impossibly chiseled cheekbones and a strong jaw, with a feminine brow and a physique that seemed both muscular and slender at once. The ghostly impression of a skeleton could be seen beneath the surface of their skin, under the glow of the odd lights and purple coloring, shifting with each step the Stargazer took.

      The being paused in front of Stone, placing their hands together and bowing gracefully. “Stone, it is the rarest of pleasures to have you back on our fair planet,” they said, their musical voice somehow echoing all around us. Their mouth didn’t move, but I could hear them speak, as clear as day. “I know why you have come and look forward to further discussion on the matter. However, for the time being, might I suggest you rest? You must all be weary from your travels. Transporting between astral planes can wreak havoc upon constitutions that are not familiar with the journey.”

      “Orfaio! Ach, it’s good to see ye again,” Stone replied, looking deeply relieved. “Pals, this is me mate, Orfaio—the one I were tellin’ ye about.”

      A rumble of introduction passed around the group, with all of us nodding politely and offering a quiet, “Hello.” I could see that a million questions were teetering on everyone’s lips, but the Stargazer spoke before we could say a word.

      “You have nothing to fear from us, friends of Stone, but I would ask that you retain your impulse to question until our next encounter,” Orfaio said. “We see your pain, we know your purpose, and we seek to offer you rest and recuperation. I sense your impatience, but you must not permit yourselves to worry over trifling matters such as time. It is a construct, not a truth. You shall find that, here, time is never a concern.”

      “That may be true,” Navan replied, “but we really do have some pressing matters to get on with.”

      “All in due course, Navan Idrax. All in due course.”

      “How do you—?”

      The Stargazer cut him off. “We know much, ensconced here in our haven. I am already familiar with your plight, and the reasoning behind your desire to reach us. The fibers that forge us are connected to the fibers of the universe, and every being within it. We are creatures of stardust, and we feel the stardust within you all. Your queries shall be addressed before long.”

      “Could we address some of them now? We don’t need to rest,” I assured them, trying to send urgent vibes toward the curious creature.

      Their starry eyes seemed to stare into my soul, unnerving me. “As you wish, Riley.”

      With a snap of their long, glowing fingers, the crystal ocean and black lakes disappeared in the blink of an eye. When the world rushed back to meet us, we were standing inside a massive library, its walls so infinitely far away that there didn’t seem to be any at all. The open sky arched above us—presumably, out here, there was never a threat of rain. The stacks stretched away as far as the eye could see, filled with books upon books upon books, some forged from traditional materials, others shimmering with a magical, holographic translucence, similar to the skin of the Stargazers.

      “I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Lauren gasped. “I actually have—I’ve actually died and gone to heaven.”

      “This is more like my idea of hell,” Angie murmured, though she was clearly impressed by the place. “Nobody can read this many books in a lifetime.”

      “Incorrect, Angela. It simply depends upon the span of your lifetime. As a human, yours is far shorter than my own. I shall explain it in a way you may appreciate: I could endure a single day here upon the surface of Aeon, and a hundred years may have passed upon your planet. Here, time is far more flexible, though we would never deign to use such flexibility for our own purposes—we cannot return to a past moment and fix the trauma within, for example, but we may look upon several outcomes for the futures that have yet to pass. On occasion, we may find that futures are fixed already, unable to be altered, but that is rarely the case.”

      Angie shuddered. “That’s seriously creepy.”

      “I imagine it may seem so, to you.”

      “What if you get lost?” Bashrik wondered. “Can you find your way back, or do you end up having to live wherever you end up in this place?”

      “We may exit the library at our leisure, in the same manner that I brought you here.”

      Bashrik sighed wistfully. “That must be nice, just clicking your fingers and ending up somewhere else.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Angie teased.

      “You know I’d always take you with me… Angela.” He flashed her a grin, nudging her in the arm.

      Ronad was the only one who seemed deep in thought, his gaze barely taking in the vast library. “So, you can’t change anything that happened in the past?”

      The Stargazer smiled sympathetically. “We cannot alter the history that stole Naya from you, Ronad. It is a fixed point in time; it cannot be moved or changed, no matter how your heart might wish for it. They are ripples in a pool. If we remove the dropping of the initial stone, the ensuing eventualities also do not occur, which can result in disastrous consequences.”

      “Can you travel back to these moments in time?” he pressed, his voice tinged with bitter sadness.

      “As a gift and a curse of our creation, we are able to see much of the past, the future, and the present, but we cannot pass such sight to you.”

      Ronad nodded, falling silent. My heart broke for him. It had to sting, to have such a skill dangled in front of his face, only to find that it could do nothing to help him.

      “Might I ask where the other Stargazers are?” Xiphio asked, distracting Orfaio’s attention. “I find it rather peculiar that we have yet to see another of your kind, especially in such a place as this.” He was right. Considering the sheer size of the library, it was weird that the entire place was empty of activity.

      “They are here, Xiphio,” Orfaio replied. “Our people are always present, though we only make ourselves visible when we wish to do so.”

      “What, they’re watching us?” Bashrik swatted the air anxiously.

      “In a manner of speaking. They exist alongside you, but they may choose not to trouble themselves with you. A few may find you curious, but not nearly intriguing enough to present themselves to you.”

      “Wait… does that mean you’re like angels?” Angie’s mouth fell open. “Like, when you feel something brush past you at a funeral, or you sense something you can’t explain—is that you all messing around, watching us?”

      “I should never suggest that our species indulge in ‘messing around,’ but we make ourselves present wherever we are called for,” Orfaio explained. “Often, those who call for us do not realize it is us they are calling for, but we remain close to them regardless. On occasion, other curious forces may be at work, but for what you are referring to… I suppose we are one and the same.”

      “Oh… my… God.” Angie looked like she needed to sit down. “I really wish you had wings. It’d be so much more realistic.”

      “My apologies for the disappointment, Angela.”

      “No worries, just offering a suggestion. You’d look so much cooler.”

      I gazed down at Nova, who was cradled in my arms. She seemed especially calm in the presence of the Stargazer, her slate eyes fixated on the being, mesmerized by the pulse of lights beneath their skin. Her fist was in her mouth, but she hadn’t fussed or made a sound since we arrived here, the whole place shrouding her in a sense of tranquility. I figured it was probably the first truly serene place she’d experienced since being brought into the universe.

      “What’s in all of these books?” Lauren asked, her eyes as wide as saucers.

      “Ah, yes, Lauren the bookworm.” The Stargazer seemed amused and delighted in equal measure, to have a fellow bibliophile in the room—a person who could truly appreciate the library in all its glory. “This library contains the history of every race in the universe, either written by their hand or copied down by our own, viewed and recorded by the Observers. Knowledge, as you can see, is our source of power. We are not almighty, as some would believe, but we have the insight to advise on most matters. Indeed, we have seen enough of history repeated to make educated guesses into the future, even before certain events come to pass.”

      “Does that mean you’ve seen what we’ve come to tell you before?” Navan wondered.

      “The Vysantheans were not the instigators, but your race is not the first to seek universal domination. Nor do I believe they will be the last,” Orfaio replied.

      “Unless they succeed—in which case, they’ll signal the end of the universe as we know it.”

      “In some ways, you are correct. However, the universe shall continue to be, until the given moment when it is to end, regardless of Vysanthean intervention. It shall endure long after they are gone.”

      Stone frowned. “Hang fire, does that mean ye’ve seen the future, and they’ve not got away with it?”

      “It simply means that even immortality cannot outlive the lifespan of the universe. You underestimate the ingenuity of other species. Eventually, as always, another individual shall create something to combat the immortality of the coldbloods. It may not be for thousands of years, but it shall occur, as it inevitably does.” There was a curious hint of boredom in the Stargazer’s voice, as though this was nothing new—it was merely an inconvenience to the lifespan of the universe. I supposed, here on their astral plane, they didn’t have to worry about the details below; they just had to watch and record and bring comfort where they could.

      “Aye, well, sorry, pal, but we can’t wait thousands o’ years,” Stone countered. “Those coldblood sons o’ bitches are causin’ havoc now, and we ain’t willin’ to let a load o’ folks die ‘til someone can come up with a way o’ snuffin’ ‘em out.”

      Orfaio dipped its head. “I sense that.”

      “Look, we’ve got a planet at war, with two queens fighting a rebel army who’ve made a working immortality elixir. They can’t be killed, and although the queens seem to have used some kind of sleeping mist on them, to hold them back, it’s only a matter of time before the fighting continues,” Navan explained. “The coldbloods attacked Earth and threatened it, and the fact that the immortality elixir requires human blood as a baseline means that the human race is still at risk. If my uncle’s replicator fails for any reason, then they’ll be in danger, and my daughter will be in danger.”

      “Yeah, although, it is a much bigger issue than that,” Ronad interjected, evidently remembering the need to emphasize the grand scheme of things, rather than the personal details. “If the replicator fails, they’ll wipe out all of Earth if they have to, to get enough blood for their baseline. Or, they might start to enslave the humans and force them to have hybrid children, so they can churn out more of their immortality elixir.”

      Lauren nodded. “And even if the replicator continues to function as it’s supposed to, the coldbloods will infect the rest of the universe, planet by planet, dominating every species until there’s nothing left but decimation and coldblood rule. They’ll change everything, upsetting the balance of nature in the most irreparable way. And once they run out of space… well, it doesn’t bear thinking about.”

      “I’ve seen it for myself,” I admitted quietly. The Stargazer’s head whipped around, their black eyes peering at me with intent curiosity.

      “What?” They sounded stunned.

      “I’ve seen one possible future for myself,” I repeated.

      “How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know. Every so often, when I’ve been given a serum or something, I get these visions that I can’t explain.”

      “Show me.” The creature moved toward me and placed their strange hands on my head, a bright light pulsing across my field of vision until all I could see were those black eyes, pulling me into a dark oblivion.

      I felt the creature searching through my mind. Before they could delve too far, I brought up the image of Nova and Ezra, standing in the center of a burning universe, with a sea of planets exploding and crumbling around them. I showed the creature the importance of the immortality elixir in all of this, while urging them to understand Nova’s innocence. The perpetrator was Ezra and his rebels, nobody else—my daughter had nothing to do with it.

      Orfaio removed their hands from the side of my head, and I returned to the library with a rush of dizziness. “As tyrannous as these coldbloods have become, their advancements stretch far beyond the bounds of nature,” they began. “We cannot intervene by reversing the immortality they have acquired. We are forbidden from altering the lines of what has happened in the past and what may be, though we can make suggestions that can change the direction the future may go in.”

      “Orfaio, I’m a simple fella. Put it in simple terms fer us,” Stone pleaded.

      “Essentially, dear Stone, we have no way of reversing what has already happened—in this case, the presence of the coldblood immortality—but we may guide you in some way,” they replied. “If you are to alter the course of this trajectory, you must seek a way to reverse the immortality by yourselves.”

      I had feared the Stargazers would say that.
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      “So, what you’re saying is, you won’t intervene in this, even though it affects the entire universe?” My anger bubbled to the surface.

      “Incorrect, Riley. It may affect the entire universe. That shall depend upon your ensuing actions,” Orfaio replied calmly.

      “We come all this way, and there’s nothing you can do to help us?” Navan sounded equally furious at the vague answer the Stargazer had given us. The book of fables had made me nervous about what they might actually be able to do for us, but now the truth of it had been revealed, and it was exactly what I’d feared. They weren’t almighty at all, and they weren’t willing to get involved in the business of lesser beings.

      Orfaio’s violet lips spread into a sympathetic smile. “I am sorry that you are disappointed, Navan, but we did not invite you here. You came of your own accord—we did not promise a resolution to these conflicts.”

      “Aye, but ye helped me out when ye didn’t need to,” Stone piped up. “I were the last o’ me kind and ye came to me aid, stoppin’ me from doin’ meself in. If ye don’t step in to help us here, yer sayin’ ye don’t mind if a load o’ folks end up extinct.”

      “That is not what we are saying, Stone. We are saying that we cannot, and will not, intervene to change the course of the future,” Orfaio insisted. “That task falls to you, as it should. An all-powerful force is as harmful and defiant toward the laws of nature as the abomination that these coldbloods have created. Such intervention is forbidden for us.”

      “So, we’re royally screwed, is what you’re saying?” Angie snapped. “You act the part, but you’ve got nothing to back it up?”

      Orfaio sighed. “Knowledge is the true power of the universe, Angela. You shall see that, I am certain of it. Indeed, I should like to speak with you all individually, so that I may offer guidance in this time of need.” The Stargazer paused. “Once our encounters have come to a close, I know you shall feel better about the situation in which you have found yourselves. Somebody must lead the proverbial charge, and who better than you—you merry band of comrades?”

      “Don’t count on it,” Bashrik muttered.

      Angie snorted in outrage. “I guess you wouldn’t want to get your magical hands all dirty now, would you?”

      “I am certain your moods shall improve, once we have spoken.” Orfaio’s voice remained calm, their tone perpetually soothing. “I wish to impart to each of you a piece of knowledge that shall help you in the pursuit of your heart’s desires. I ask only one thing in return.”

      “Oh yeah, what’s that?” Navan murmured.

      “I ask that you do not share what you learn from me with anyone. For the knowledge to have value in the pursuit of your collective success, each of you must keep the secret of what I tell you, so only you understand the reasoning behind your future actions,” Orfaio explained cryptically. “If you do not obey, and you share the content of what I discuss with you, then you put that collective success at dire risk of failure. If the knowledge of future actions is shared, then extraneous variables are given the opportunity to influence those behaviors, disrupting the causal chain of events. Ripples in a pool, remember… if the initial stone does not drop, the ensuing ripples do not occur, and the future I may envision will no longer have the means to happen.”

      Stone sighed. “Orfi, ye’ve gotta throw me a bone.”

      “Essentially, if you share collectively what I tell you, individually, then it may produce a domino effect that prevents your success from happening.”

      “Right, got ye.”

      Maybe, just maybe, this wasn’t going to be a total waste of time. There was a hopefulness in Orfaio’s mystical voice that gave me courage, making me wonder if knowledge might actually be the most powerful force in the universe. After all, it had never let us down before, though weapons and brute strength had.

      “I would request a moment with Riley to begin with,” Orfaio said, turning their dark eyes toward me. “Without the child, if you would be so kind?”

      Taking a deep breath, I handed Nova to Navan, planting a delicate kiss on both their cheeks before turning to follow the Stargazer away from the library. The Stargazer snapped their fingers, the world disappearing with a rush of bright light, before we rematerialized in a room overlooking the library below. I wasn’t sure where this structure was built, considering there was nothing but sky above the rows upon rows of stacks and books, but I was quickly learning not to dwell too deeply on the physics of this place. It defied everything.

      “What are you?” I asked, gazing out of a curved window at the infinite stacks. The sky still swirled above us, but several walls drifted in and out, giving the impression of a musty old study. I wondered if the Stargazer had reached into my head and plucked this image out, recreating it around me.

      “We are what we are,” Orfaio replied.

      “Yeah, but what exactly are you?” I pressed. “I’ve heard stories that you guys are older than the universe itself, and have been here since the dawn of everything. Is that true?”

      Orfaio joined me by the window. “We are not older than the universe. We were born of the universe.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “We are what is forged when stars die and worlds collide,” Orfaio went on. “At the dawn of the universe, we were the first things formed, crafted by energy and built from stardust. When stars die, more of us are created. We do not reproduce in the organic way that most species do. In that way, life is born from death.”

      “You’re made from stardust?”

      “We are, though everyone has a speck of stardust within them. It is that which gives us the ability to see all. It is also why we cannot intervene in a physical way—we are not divine. We simply have the power of knowledge and sight, and enjoy the gift of long life. We are not as strong or almighty as we may appear.”

      “I’m starting to get that impression,” I said wryly.

      Orfaio turned their black eyes on me. “You are unusual, however. There is more stardust in you than most, though it is hard to say why that may be,” they mused. “You share a similarity with us that your friends do not.”

      “I do?”

      “Those visions you mentioned and the one I witnessed inside your mind,” they explained. “It is not an ordinary sort of image, born of simple imagination or memory. It shares the same quality of realism that we see in our observations. You are by no means clairvoyant, but what you have seen may suggest a possible outcome—it is a branch of what may be, and what may come to pass. The future is rarely set in stone, but there are, surprisingly, not an infinite number of outcomes.”

      I grimaced. “What I saw was one of those outcomes?”

      “Indeed. Something appears to have altered the chemistry of your mind, triggering the release of what we refer to as ‘stardust,’ which is allowing you access to the same plane of reality that we use in our surveillance of the universe.” Orfaio gazed down at the library. “Judging from what I have seen of your past, the botanicals given to you by Kaido Idrax are responsible for your mental awakening.”

      “Kaido called it imocea,” I said, remembering. “He told me that imocea was responsible for the things I was seeing, and the way I felt after being injected with the neuro-botanical serums.”

      “It has many names throughout the universe.”

      I smiled at the memory of the coldblood oddball. “I wish I could understand my visions better, though I’m not too sure how my body would respond to any more serums. Was that what you wanted to talk to me about? Did you want to help me understand my visions better?”

      “Alas, no. As you say, your body is currently undergoing a state of temperamental shift after the unfortunate events regarding your child,” Orfaio replied. “For that reason, I cannot assist with your visions today, though what I wish to impart may help you in days to come.”

      “Go on…”

      “I am going to offer you a gift, rather than knowledge. It is somewhat unorthodox, but I would ask that you not be disappointed or alarmed.”

      “Should I be?”

      “Not if you utilize it correctly.” From within their glowing figure, the Stargazer produced a shimmering vial.

      I peered at it uncertainly. “What is it?”

      “Stardust.”

      “What am I supposed to do with it?”

      The Stargazer chuckled softly. “You must visit the one who created your visions. That shall put you on a destined path, which may lead toward a resolution against this coldblood immortality. The easiest road would be to forge an antidote to the elixir, but such a thing will not be enough in its lack of permanence. There will be nothing to stop these coldbloods from creating a new elixir, as your friends suggested, and taking the human race as slaves to do so.”

      “And what do I do when I go to the one who created my visions?” I thought of Kaido, wondering what he could possibly do to stop the immortality. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure that he was still alive. An entire war had gone on since the last time we’d seen each other.

      “Once you are there, you only need to see Him, and He will see you.”

      I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You need only see Him, and He will see you.”

      “Who is ‘Him?’”

      “I cannot say,” Orfaio insisted, “for saying His name is one way of summoning Him. A Stargazer must never summon Him.”

      A tremor of fear shivered up my spine. “And it’ll be safer if I do it?”

      “I will not pretend there are no risks in your summoning Him. There are dangers in anyone summoning Him,” Orfaio replied. “In truth, the risks shall come once He is summoned. Once the wheels are put in motion, you must be prepared to pay an uncertain price, for you shall not know the cost of your actions until after the conclusion.”

      “Great… that’s nice and clear.”

      “I am sorry my words cannot be more precise, but we can only guide; we cannot instruct.”

      I smiled at the Stargazer. “Let me guess, ripples in a pool?”

      Orfaio dipped their head in a nod. “Indeed, ripples in a pool.”

      I stared out at the library below, trying to pick out the familiar figures of Navan and my friends. Wherever they were, they were nowhere close. Now, I had to try to guess what Orfaio was attempting to tell me. Clearly, the one who’d given me the visions was Kaido, which made me wonder if his serums were going to have a role to play in what was to come. Although, that in itself presented a multitude of problems. If Kaido was the one I had to go and see, then that meant I was going to have to find a way to return to Vysanthe, figure out which side of the planet Kaido was on, and reunite with him… if he was even still breathing. It felt like a ridiculously tall order, considering the conflict still raging there, but what choice did I have? If I had to find Kaido to destroy Ezra, then so be it.

      “What’s it like, living as long as you do?” I wondered, knowing our time was coming to a close. I figured it couldn’t be easy, having to stand by and watch, unable to actually step in. They must have seen some terrible things in their time, watching us all make the same mistakes over and over again. I realized I’d been a little unfair toward Orfaio, taking my frustrations out on them. It wasn’t their fault they couldn’t solve our problems for us; they were doing their best to help us, as much as they could. In giving me the vial of stardust, I wondered if Orfaio had already stepped beyond their bounds a little bit.

      “It is as I said—it can be a gift and a curse.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “You must understand, we are bound by universal law to refrain from involving ourselves in the problems of others. We may offer guidance and comfort, in times of need, but we cannot resolve anything with our own hands.”

      I smiled at the Stargazer. “I think I’m starting to understand.”

      “I hoped you would.”

      “Wait… can I tell the others that I need to find ‘the one who gave me visions,’ or is that forbidden?” I asked.

      “There are some aspects that may be imparted, as long as they do not affect the outcome.”

      “Just when I thought I was getting it,” I mumbled. I guessed I was going to have to tell the others about Kaido, and just keep the secret of why to myself. That way, nobody would be able to alter what might happen between me and him.

      I wondered what knowledge Orfaio might impart to the others, and whether they would come away from their conversations with the Stargazer feeling as calmed and understanding as I now did. The idea of not knowing what they might be told seemed strange, but there was definitely method in the Stargazers’ madness. As Orfaio had said, if we knew too much, we risked interfering with the path of success. Even so, I knew it was going to be endlessly frustrating.

      “Can I ask you something before I go?” I asked, a thought coming to me.

      “You may ask me anything.”

      I took a deep breath. “Can you tell me how to cure Nova of her sweetblood dependency? I can feel the addiction in myself fading every day, but she can’t live without it… I’m worried she’ll never be able to live without it.”

      “What you see as potential weakness shall reveal itself to be a strength,” Orfaio replied. “There is power in vulnerability, and your daughter shall use the fabric of her being to her own advantage. In time, your worries will come to ease, though a mother never truly ceases to fear for the welfare of her child.”

      “So… she will live? She’s going to grow up and be strong?” Tears pricked my eyes.

      “We see the paths of various futures, Riley; we do not witness only one outcome. In one possibility, she is alive and well. But there is more than one future she may endure.”

      “Let me guess, you can’t tell me how to achieve that future—the one I want her to have?” I wasn’t angry with the Stargazer, just sad.

      Orfaio smiled. “Actually, on this particular occasion, these fates are entwined. While I cannot guarantee that future for your daughter, the chances of it coming to pass are greatly increased by your success in the task before you. You must put an end to the immortal coldbloods if you are to secure Nova’s best future, bringing it from possibility to reality.”

      Well, that settled it. If stopping the coldbloods meant my daughter got a chance to live a long and happy life, then Ezra’s days were numbered. I’d go to the ends of the universe to make my part in the task happen, even if that meant dragging Kaido out of some secret hideaway he’d fashioned for himself.

      Yes, I was ready to take one last trip back to Vysanthe, where it all began.
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      With a snap of the Stargazer’s fingers, I was returned to the library floor, where the others were sitting in a circle, awaiting their turns. They looked up at me in fear and surprise, curiosity lingering in their gazes. It was going to be really tough not to tell them what I knew, with the vial of stardust safely stowed away in my pocket, beside the chunk of opaleine that Cambien had given me. Not that I actually knew much. I had the vial, and a few vague words racing through my mind, but that was about it. The pieces would need to be put together along the way, though I hoped this “summoning” wouldn’t be too dangerous. That bit had me the most freaked out.

      One by one, Orfaio took the rest of the group up to the study in the sky, the two of them disappearing and reappearing within several minutes. I knew time had passed more slowly in that strange room that overlooked the library, but it seemed as though barely any time had gone by for us. Each time one of our group came back, their expressions were set in a shell-shocked look of confusion and awe, a reflection of the way I must have looked after my turn.

      See Him and He will see you. The words kept churning over in my head, growing more frightening with each repetition. Who was He? Why couldn’t the Stargazers summon him? Surely, they were better equipped to summon some unknown being than I was? I forced myself to believe they couldn’t summon Him because it would be breaking their universal law, but I couldn’t shake the shiver of scared uncertainty that snaked through my veins.

      Everyone had been to their meeting except Navan. Stooping to kiss me, he placed Nova in my arms and disappeared with Orfaio. Ronad was sitting beside us, reaching for Nova’s foot and jiggling it casually as he lay back on the ground, staring up at the shifting sky. Ever since he’d come back from his conversation with the Stargazer, he’d seemed different—more serene, more like his usual, happy self. A welcome departure from the sad, silent person who’d returned from Earth, questioning everything about himself.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, remembering my vow to speak to him. Bashrik and Angie were cuddled up together across the way, while Lauren and Stone were deep in conversation, and Xiphio had gone off to search through the nearby tomes. The merevin was the only one who’d come back looking stressed, but of course he couldn’t tell us what was on his mind. So, we’d left him to walk around and let off steam in his own way.

      Ronad smiled up at me. “Good. Really good.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, absolutely. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      I shrugged. “Ever since you came back from the nudus shield mission, you haven’t been yourself,” I explained. “I’ve been really worried about you. You’ve never been so quiet before… but you seem a lot better after speaking to Orfaio.”

      “You were worried about me?”

      I nodded.

      “No need to be worried. I’m okay now. Things are looking up.” He folded his arms under his head and stared upward with a smile.

      “What did the Stargazer say to you, to change your feelings so fast?” I had to ask, even though I knew he couldn’t tell me. Something had changed in Ronad, bringing him this newfound peace that seemed to radiate from within him. “I mean, obviously you can’t say, but I want to understand. Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled to see you happier than you’ve been, but the change is so sudden. Orfaio didn’t slip you anything, did they?”

      Ronad laughed. “No, they didn’t slip me anything… not that I know of, anyway. Hey, all of this might be some hallucinogenic dream for all we know. We might be drifting around in the center of that dying star, and this is us heading toward death.”

      I grinned. “Okay, maybe you’re not so cheery.”

      “You know I can’t tell you what the Stargazer said. All I will say is, it was good news. There’s nothing to worry about. I’m not worried anymore, and you don’t need to be, either. Well, you don’t need to worry about me anymore, anyway.” He paused thoughtfully. “Orfaio might’ve told you that the universe is going to explode in a giant ball of flames, sucking us all in with it. But, from my side of things, it’s all peachy.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “Now, hand over the little one,” he demanded, sitting up. Nova reached out her tiny arms to him as I gave him to her. I smiled at the adorable sight of him cuddling her close. I loved how affectionate Nova was with everyone, her love equally divided. I’d thought I might be jealous, but all I felt was admiration. It was nice that she was going to grow up with such a unique family around her, though I still wondered how Jean and Roger were going to react when they finally got the chance to meet her… if they got the chance to meet her. It was all the more reason to put an end to the immortal coldbloods and survive this.

      “Do you think you’ll ever have any children?” I asked. Navan was taking a long time to come back with Orfaio.

      Ronad smiled sadly. “I thought I might have some, once upon a time, but I just can’t see me ever having any children that aren’t Naya’s, you know? I’ve never so much as looked at another girl since she died, and I don’t think that’ll ever change. Everyone says that she’d want me to be happy, and would want me to find love again—even Navan said that, a long time ago, but Naya was the only thing that ever made me truly happy. I doubt I could ever find that again, and it isn’t fair to another woman, constantly competing with a ghost. That’s the kind of pedestal nobody can reach.”

      “I wish I could have met her.”

      “She’d have loved you,” he said with a grin. “You two would’ve been thick as thieves, I just know it. And she would have gone crazy for this little one. She always loved babies, and I think she would’ve loved a little girl like Nova more than anything. After a lifetime being surrounded by boys, she would have loved to have had a daughter.”

      “You would’ve had cute kids.”

      “You’re damn right we would’ve.” He laughed softly, a wistful look in his eyes. “I miss that girl so much, Riley. Honestly, even now, I wake up each morning expecting her to be beside me, or expecting her to walk in and tell me I’m a mess. It’s impossible to think of her as gone… I don’t think I’ll ever come to terms with it, not properly. Maybe I’m not supposed to.”

      I frowned at him, wondering what he meant by that. It was weird, but not knowing what Orfaio had said to everyone had turned things into a guessing game. Every word, every sentence, every sentiment felt more weighted, as though there was some hint behind it. Was Ronad trying to tell me something, or was I imagining it?

      Before I could ask anything else, Navan reappeared with Orfaio at his side. He looked just as bemused as the rest of us had, a faraway gleam in his slate eyes. He made a beeline for me, helping me to my feet before taking Nova from Ronad’s arms. Dusting themselves off, the rest of our group stood, all of us gathering together while the Stargazer stepped off to one side, allowing us a moment to ourselves.

      “Does everyone have an idea of what they’re doing?” Navan asked.

      “I never know what I’m doing,” Angie replied, an anxious smile turning up the corners of her lips. “But I’ve got some sense of the mission that glowworm put in my mind.”

      Lauren nodded. “I know we can’t say what Orfaio told us, but presumably we can decide on a location? Otherwise, we’re never going to get anywhere—we might as well stay here until the whole thing blows over.”

      “I say we make our first port of call Vysanthe,” Ronad suggested. “If anyone needs to go anywhere else, now would be a good time to speak up.”

      A rumble of agreement rippled around the circle.

      “Then it would appear we are headed for Vysanthe,” Xiphio said, returning to the fold. There was a strange smile on his face, but he seemed more relaxed than he had when he’d come back from Orfaio’s study. The books had clearly calmed his nerves.

      “Aye, Vysanthe sounds about right,” Stone conceded. “Not me favorite place, to be honest with yer, but needs must.”

      “So, we’re agreed—we’re going to Vysanthe?” I pressed, feeling my anxiety rise. If everyone was in agreement, then that meant everyone’s personal missions had something to do with the coldblood planet. It sucked, not being able to discuss what Orfaio had told us all—not knowing how we might be able to help. What if one of us had an even more dangerous task ahead of them? What if they were shouldering that burden alone, terrified for their lives?

      “Looks like it,” Bashrik replied, putting his arm around Angie. I saw Stone’s arm spasm strangely, and realized he’d been about to do the same thing with Lauren. Clearly, he’d thought better of it at the last minute, no doubt catching Xiphio’s mournful gaze and stopping himself. I wondered if that was what the two of them had been talking about when they were so deep in discussion—the progress of their relationship.

      “Have you all come to a conclusion as to where the roads may lead you?” Orfaio’s mystical voice cut through the bristling tension of the group. “Are your paths set in your minds?”

      “We’d like to be returned to our ship… wherever you’ve put it,” Navan said. “We’ve decided to head for Vysanthe.”

      Orfaio nodded. “Remember my warning in everything that you do. The temptation to share the weight of your responsibility may indeed grow too vast to bear, but you must refrain. You must seek an inner strength and retain your focus. You must stay on your own path, never straying. If you do, you risk it all.”

      “We won’t forget,” I said, leaning into Navan, letting Nova grip my finger. I knew how important the bigger picture was, but Nova’s life was also at stake, intrinsically linked to the destruction of the immortal coldbloods. That, combined with everything else, was enough to keep me on the straight and narrow course that Orfaio had set me on.

      “Then I would ask that you follow me.” The Stargazer snapped their fingers, with all of us reappearing on the same crystalline shores where we’d arrived. The black lakes glinted on the horizon, while the crushed diamonds beneath our feet shifted like sand. The Fed ship sat on the strange terrain, the gangway reaching to the ground, the hatch open to welcome us. Orfaio gestured toward it, the glowing lights beneath their skin burning brighter.

      “Thank you for everything,” I said, stepping up to the Stargazer.

      Orfaio bowed their head. “I wish you every success in your endeavors.”

      “Me too.”

      Casting a glance back at my husband and daughter, trailed by my dearest friends, I turned and stepped toward the waiting ship, leading the way. Vysanthe was calling us all, and there was no telling how much time might have passed since we were pulled into the dying star. All I did know was that we had no more time to waste.

      I was halfway up the gangway when a rush of air whipped past me, a wall of blinding light sending me sprawling backward. Staggering away, I landed with a heavy thud against the metal of the ramp. The light pressed down on me, forcing me to crawl all the way back down the gangway until my hands touched the unusual grains of crushed diamond. As the light dimmed, a creature emerged—similar to Orfaio in appearance, though colored pale blue instead of purple. The jewels and markings on their head were different, too, their stature slightly slimmer and taller.

      “Lirifal, what is the meaning of this?” Orfaio barked. It was the first time I’d heard the Stargazer raise their voice above a lyrical murmur.

      “They cannot be permitted to depart Aeon,” Lirifal replied.

      “They must.”

      “They cannot.”

      “Lirifal, you are blinded by fear. You must permit them to leave, for their mission is vital. We cannot stand in their way,” Orfaio insisted.

      “They are aware of too many things, Orfaio. Their minds are too open, and their thoughts are too full of danger. They must remain, or they will threaten all we have sought to protect and defend. If they falter, you know that we cannot intervene, no matter how chaotic the universe becomes. You would stand by and allow that to happen?”

      “I understand that if we cannot intervene in this primary event, then we must allow them to intervene on our behalf.”

      The blue Stargazer sighed. “Then we may allow these creatures to return, so that they may continue with what you have imparted upon them, but we must retain this one.” Long fingers stretched toward me, sending a shiver of fear up my spine. “She cannot be permitted to leave Aeon. Her actions will lead to dire consequences—I have seen it. You have seen it. We have all seen it. The terror you felt in peering into her mind was no coincidence; it was a sign of her danger, a sign that she is not to be trusted.”

      “That is one possibility, Lirifal. We cannot allow ourselves to live in fear of a solitary outcome, when there are so many other branches her path may take. Her actions could lead to dire consequences, but they will not.” Orfaio gestured toward Nova. “They will not because the presence of this miraculous individual shall counteract all misdeeds.”

      Lirifal fell silent, giving me a moment to scramble to my feet.

      “The risk is too great!” the blue Stargazer roared, as they lunged for me. Blinding light and hands as cold as ice gripped my arms, throwing me back down to the ground, knocking the air out of my lungs. My head hit the coarse ground. Lirifal’s starry black eyes turned demonic as they leered down upon me, a freezing sensation immobilizing me, pushing ice through my veins.

      Orfaio jumped to action, tearing Lirifal away from me, and the two ethereal beings collapsed in a brawl of flashing lights and whipping limbs. Their ghostly skeletons pulsed beneath their translucent flesh as Lirifal struggled to grasp me again. I could see in the darkness of that Stargazer’s eyes that they wanted me dead. Lirifal wanted me out of the way and would do anything to see it happen.

      “Go!” Orfaio bellowed.

      Navan darted past the fighting Stargazers, reaching down to help me back to my feet. Retreating a few steps, I stared down at the bizarre brawl going on ahead of us, the two of them getting farther away from the gangway of the Fed ship. Evidently, this was Orfaio’s plan—to get Lirifal as far from the Fed vessel as possible, to give us the chance to escape. The others looked just as confused, none of us sure whether to intervene or not… or even how to intervene between two celestial bodies. If we touched them, would we dissolve into stardust? If that icy feeling pressed farther into us, would it kill us? It was impossible to know the dangers involved in intervening.

      “I said go!” Orfaio roared, wrestling Lirifal into a headlock. Vivid bursts of white light erupted from beneath the skin of both Stargazers, the pair of them equally matched. If we lingered too long, the window of escape would close forever.

      “What about you?” Navan shouted back.

      The Stargazer turned their starry eyes toward Stone, who’d whipped a knife out of his belt and seemed to be about to lunge into the fray. “Stone, utilize the mind map—get the ship as far from here as you can. Once you are beyond the reach of Aeon, Lirifal cannot harm you!”

      “I can help ye fight!”

      “No, your survival is essential! You must leave, now!”

      “Right y’are.” Stone leapt toward the gangway, ushering everyone else up the ramp and into the belly of the vessel. None of us argued as he shoved us into the ship and closed the hatch, bringing the gangway in while the Stargazers continued to brawl. Sprinting into the cockpit, the rest of us hurrying after him, he tore off his bandana and opened his third eye.

      “You know what you’re doing?” Bashrik asked nervously.

      Stone flashed a cheeky smile at Lauren. “Aye, but I might need me a bit more o’ that power-up juice, if ye catch me drift? Ren, might ye oblige a fella in need? Might be the very thing what keeps us alive and kickin’.”

      She blushed furiously, stepping up to him and looping her arms around his neck. Xiphio turned away as Stone slid his arm around her waist, pulling her closer. I supposed, with so much at stake and danger all around us, Stone had given up on propriety. Instead, he seemed to be seizing life by the balls, wasting no opportunity.

      “One kiss,” she murmured, their lips meeting.

      Instantly, his third eye began to swirl with the colors and stars of some untold galaxy. The engines fired into life, and the ship started rising from the ground. A blinding flash of white light enveloped us, my chest clenching as the air left the room and everything vanished in the blink of an eye.
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      The world rushed back to greet us, the Fed ship drifting beyond the glowing planetary nebula surrounding the dying star. Stone blinked his third eye rapidly, and the galactic swirl disappeared, as Lauren kept tight hold of him. Meanwhile, Bashrik and Ronad rushed toward the console, punching the engines to get us as far from the star’s gravitational pull as possible.

      Once we were a safe distance away, the star no more than a shimmering glow on the horizon, an unexpected air of calm settled across the group. We’d escaped Aeon, and now that we were back on this plane of existence, there was nothing Lirifal could do to get in our way. Even so, I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of alarm, after what the blue Stargazer had said. True, there were many possible outcomes for the future, but the mere knowledge that I could cause some sort of catastrophe was overwhelming. I didn’t want to be responsible for something like that, but how could I stop it? How could I know which actions might lead to those consequences, and which might not? Only time would tell, I supposed.

      “So… back to the homeland, eh?” Ronad said, breaking the silence.

      “Yep, another glorious return to Vysanthe for Ronad and the Idrax boys,” Bashrik murmured, sitting back in the pilot’s seat.

      Ronad chuckled. “Man, I really hoped we’d never have to go back there.”

      “What do we do first?” I wondered, knowing nobody could give anything away. How were we supposed to come to a decision without knowing everyone else’s plans? It was going to be a logistical nightmare.

      “I say our first order of business should be springing Jareth from the sky prison,” Navan replied blankly.

      “Yes!” Angie yelped, fidgeting. “I mean… yeah, cool… or not, whatever. I’m easy. I’ll go with the flow, no problems, no worries. Hakuna matata.”

      I flashed her a curious glance, eager to know how her mission and Navan’s mission tied together, converging at Jareth’s freedom. Maybe they weren’t tied together. Maybe the location was just incidental. It was infuriating, trying to guess what everyone was thinking and what Orfaio had told each of us. To be honest, it seemed as though each member of the group was holding a different piece to a broader puzzle, which would only become clear once the first pieces had been slotted together. Until then, we’d have to keep on guessing, all of us completely in the dark.

      “The South works for me, too,” I said quietly, not knowing how much I could say. “I need to find Kaido, if that’s okay? If other people need to go elsewhere, then that’s fine, but I need to go after him.”

      “Great, a family reunion.” Bashrik sighed.

      “Hey, you secretly like Kaido, so stop pretending you don’t,” Ronad chided. “Of all you Idrax boys, he’s had it the hardest. How about you cut him some slack?”

      Bashrik offered an apologetic smile. “You’ve changed your tune. It wasn’t too long ago you were the one hating his guts.”

      “What can I say, I’m seeing things a little differently these days. Anyway, I don’t think I really understood what he’d been through until I had it pointed out to me.” Ronad looked to me. “But yeah, I’m happy to go wherever the rest of you need to go. My part in all of this can wait a while. Plus, it might be nice to see old Kaido again.”

      “Yeah, I’m good with that location too,” Bashrik admitted. “To be frank, I have no idea what I’m doing… which may or may not be the point.”

      “I thought you looked more confused than normal,” Angie teased, crossing the cockpit toward him. She tilted his head back and kissed him gently.

      He grinned. “Tell me about it. I’m baffled.”

      I looked at Stone, Lauren, and Xiphio, wondering what they might have to say on the subject. Their silence spoke volumes, their awkward glances saying even more. So, that had to mean that Angie and Navan held the corner pieces of the puzzle—the bits that made everything else a smidgen clearer. If nobody else had a pressing need to do anything in Vysanthe, then their events had to be the first. Then again, there was no way of really knowing.
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      The plan of action took up most of our time as we moved through the universe, heading for Vysanthe. Bashrik had charted a course for the coldblood planet, with the boys taking turns flying the vessel. Lauren and Angie were compiling a list of what we were going to do when we reached Vysanthe, and what we had on board that we could use to infiltrate the planet. Our arsenal was limited, but at least we had one.

      It reminded me a little bit of our journey to Zai, where Pandora had kept us constantly busy with cleaning and fixing and taking inventory, only this time we were doing it of our own accord. The thought of the Draconian planet reminded me of the opaleine in my pocket, the gift from Cambien, side by side with the gift from Orfaio. What was it about alien races that made them want to give me something, attaching a vague message to the offering? I was hugely grateful, but it was exasperating not to know how these gifts might help.

      Before long, I settled into a routine of wandering through the ship while Nova was sleeping, taking one of the vessel’s tool bags and fixing anything broken that I found on my walk. I spent a lot of time in the engine room. It was the only place on the ship where nobody wanted to talk about the future, and how our missions might converge. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to talk about it; it was just messing with my head to dwell on it all too deeply. Lirifal’s comments had shaken me.

      “Hey, stranger, where’ve you been?” Navan asked as I emerged from the engine room on the second day of our journey. “I went to check on Nova in the cockpit, but the boys said you’d wandered off after putting her down for her nap. They’re worried about you. I’m worried about you.”

      I smiled. “You’ve got nothing to worry about. I’ve just got a lot on my mind. As it happens, I was heading back to Nova, if you want to come with me.”

      He leaned down and kissed me passionately. “I’ve got a few things to sort out in the weapons room, but I’ll be as quick as I can. I’ve missed you today.”

      “I miss you every day.”

      “I’m right here, my love… I’ll always be right here.”

      I sank into his arms, wishing we could stay like that a while longer. “I’m just worried about Nova,” I admitted. “Really worried about her, in fact. She’s all I can think about… that, and that I might be responsible for something catastrophic.”

      “Orfaio said that was one possibility—a possibility counteracted by Nova. You should take comfort in that.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t figure out how the two might be connected. What if it signals something bad for Nova? Orfaio didn’t say that something good would counteract the ‘dire consequences.’ They just said it would counteract it.” I sighed heavily. “My head is scrambled. I’m sure everyone’s is. That’s why I’ve been keeping to myself a bit.”

      “Hey, nothing bad is going to happen to our baby girl, okay?” he assured me. “Now, come on, let me walk you to the cockpit before I head to the weapons room. I can take a little detour.”

      He put his arm around me and ushered me up the hallway toward the cockpit, dropping me off at the threshold with a warm hug and a lingering kiss, his hands slipping around my waist as he held me tight. It was enough to strengthen my resolve, giving me a sliver of comfort that would last until bedtime. Shaking off my all-consuming fears, I opened the hatch and stepped inside, moving over to the hovering crib where I’d left Nova sleeping. Angie and Bashrik were the only ones inside, their expressions sympathetic as I entered.

      “Hey, you,” Angie said nervously. “How’re things?”

      “Good. Just keeping busy to keep my mind off things, you know?”

      She nodded. “I’m trying to get Bashrik to teach me how to fly this thing, but he thinks I’m a hopeless case. I might be the only person in history to stall a spaceship.”

      I laughed, feeling instantly lighter in her company. “Nobody else around?”

      “No, they’ve all abandoned us. I think our kissing was making them sick.”

      “I, for one, don’t mind it,” Bashrik purred, waggling his eyebrows.

      I noticed the stack of papers sitting on the dashboard. “What’s all this?”

      Angie rolled her eyes. “Endless ideas.”

      “For infiltrating the united queendom?”

      “Bingo! From the sublime to the ridiculous,” she replied. “We’ve got ninja suits, a stealth landing on the palace, old reliable—dressing up as enemy soldiers and pretending we’re part of their army—and just charging in all guns blazing. Then we’ve got landing close to Regium and sneaking in under cover of darkness, which I happen to like the most. Bashrik says it’s boring, but I think it has the least chance of certain death.”

      I crumpled, slumping down on a chair beside Nova’s crib.

      “Hey, what’s the matter?” Angie’s eyes went wide in alarm.

      “How can I take Nova into a warzone? How can I put a baby in harm’s way like that?” I said bitterly, hating Ezra, Aurelius, and their bastard rebels for putting me in this position. “Am I supposed to leave her in this ship and hope for the best, leave it circling the planet or something? Am I supposed to take her with me and just pray nothing bad happens to her? It’s not as if I can sit this whole thing out.”

      Angie walked over to where I sat and wrapped her arms around me, giving me a tight squeeze. “We’ll figure something out for her, Riley. Don’t you worry about that. You’ve got enough on your plate.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Honestly, she’ll be okay, one way or another.”

      I clung to my friend. “Do you mean it?”

      “I have a good feeling about it.”

      I could only assume that meant Orfaio had given her a solution to Nova’s safety, she just couldn’t tell me what it was. In all honesty, if it kept Nova out of harm then I didn’t want to know. If my actions could change that, by knowing, then I would stick my fingers in my ears and sing at the top of my lungs to stop myself from hearing a thing. The assurance that she’d be okay was enough.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “For what?”

      “For being you.” It was true—without her relentless positivity, we’d all have lost hope a long time ago.

      “Ah, save your mushiness, my beautiful amigo, and put your energies to better use than flattering little old me,” she said, grinning. “For a start, someone is getting pretty stinky, and I am hoping that stench isn’t coming from your ass. If it is, I’m going to have to recommend you see a doctor.”

      “See, you know just what to say to cheer a girl up,” I commended her, releasing her so I could deal with my daughter’s stinky diaper.

      “Yeah, I’m going to sit over here for this one. She might be cute, but dear Lord does she stink.”

      “We’re going to get you all nice and clean, aren’t we?” I cooed. “We’re not going to pay any attention to Auntie Angie, are we? No, we’re not. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. You aren’t stinky at all. You’re the most fragrant creature I’ve ever smelled, aren’t you?”

      Nova giggled delightedly, thrashing her tiny limbs in happiness.

      I set to work changing Nova’s diaper as Angie scurried off to the opposite side of the cockpit, retreating behind Bashrik, who seemed oblivious to the foul aroma filling the air. My beautiful little girl grinned up at me as I wiped her clean and folded up the used diaper, replacing it with a nice, clean one.

      “Stink!” Nova yelped suddenly.

      My jaw fell open. “What did you say? Did you just speak?”

      “Stink!”

      “Did you hear that?” I looked up at Bashrik and Angie, in a state of total shock.

      “Stink!”

      Angie gasped. “Did she just talk?”

      “I think… I think she did!” I stood sharply, still holding the dirty diaper in my hand. “Watch her for me. I need to find Navan!” Without waiting for a reply, I took off out of the cockpit and sprinted through the hallways, skidding to a halt outside the weapons room. Navan was kneeling on the ground, going over some of the guns, but he turned in fright as I appeared in the doorway behind him.

      “What’s wrong, Riley? Is everything okay? Has something happened?” He eyed the folded diaper in my hand and pointed down the corridor. “And why do you have that with you? The laundry room is that way.”

      “It’s Nova!” I gasped, catching my breath.

      “What is it? What’s happened to her?”

      “She… She spoke to me,” I explained, in a state of flustered panic. “She spoke to me. The growth serum must have messed with her, making her develop faster than she’s supposed to. What if this means she’ll be, like, fifty by the time she’s two or something? What if it causes some damage to her?”

      Navan burst out laughing. “Sweetheart, there’s nothing unusual about that, so stop worrying. Coldbloods learn to talk much earlier than the babies of other species—it’s just my side of her genetics showing through.” A guilty expression flickered in his eyes. “In fact, I’ve been trying to teach her some words, though I haven’t succeeded yet. I was trying to get her to say ‘nebula,’ because I thought it’d be cool, but she keeps looking at me like I’m an idiot whenever I repeat it.”

      “So, she’s totally fine?”

      He pulled me to him, rubbing my back. “Totally fine.”

      I heaved a sigh of relief.

      “What was her first word, then? Don’t keep me in suspense.” He pulled away slightly, grinning at me like an eager child.

      “I’m not sure I even want to tell you.”

      “Come on, tell me!” he pleaded, smothering my face in kisses.

      “She said… stink.”

      Both of us collapsed in a fit of giggles. “Stink?”

      “Yeah… she’s already quite the poet!”

      “Oh man, I’m not sure what that says about her future.”

      I frowned, still chuckling. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it’s Vysanthean tradition that a child’s first word dictates what they might become later in life. For example, if she’d said ‘dada’ she might follow in my footsteps, or if she’d said ‘hammer’ she might be a mechanic or a builder.” He paused, arching an eyebrow. “I don’t even want to think about what ‘stink’ means for Nova.”

      I clung to him, feeling lighthearted as the laughter rippled through me. “She might be a garbage collector?”

      “Or a pond diver?” he suggested.

      “Sewage engineer, maybe?”

      “Au-pair?”

      “Cattle farmer?”

      “Toilet cleaner?”

      “Mud—” I didn’t get to finish as the ship jolted sharply to one side. Navan held me tighter in his arms, keeping me upright as the vessel lurched forward, the engines screeching as if something was pushing us backward.

      Reaching for my hand, he pulled me down the corridor toward the cockpit, our boots thundering down the walkway, both of us intent on reaching Nova. Everyone else had gathered in the cockpit, a chatter of confusion bristling across the room. Through the windshield, a vast ship had appeared, its bulk preventing us from moving forward. Tribal designs and terrifying, fanged faces were painted on the side of the vessel, smeared across the metal in bold red, looking like blood. It wasn’t a vessel anyone recognized.

      “What is that?” I asked, plucking Nova out of her crib and holding her tight.

      “We’re about to find out,” Bashrik muttered, his hands moving across the console. There was a transmission incoming. A video feed flickered up, revealing the scarred face of a red-furred, bear-like alien. Its face was broad like a grizzly bear’s, with small ears and a pierced snout, and bronze-colored eyes that bored through the screen.

      “Does your ship contain the betrayer known as Captain Riley?” the creature growled, revealing yellowed fangs.

      “No… never heard of her,” Bashrik replied sternly.

      “Interestin’, ‘cause we’ve got it on good authority that this ‘ere ship is the one belonging to the betrayer, Captain Riley, and you don’t look like the kinda guy who’d go around robbing ships.”

      “What would you know? You don’t know me, I don’t know you.” I was shocked by Bashrik’s confidence.

      “Well, my name’s Captain Ansel, and you’re going to give her up, whoever you are.” Threat dripped from the creature’s fangs. “If you don’t, your heads are goin’ to adorn the hull of my ship. How’s about I give you five seconds to hand her over? That sound fair?”

      “We don’t have her,” Bashrik insisted. “You’ve got the wrong ship.”

      “I don’t think so, pal.”

      Stone walked into the feed. “Listen, mate, how’s about ye leave me pals alone and get on yer merry way, eh? I’ll arrange fer a couple boxes o’ good stuff to be waitin’ fer ye at the Junkyard, next time yer about—sign o’ goodwill.”

      “We will have vengeance for our dead!” Captain Ansel roared. “She is responsible for the murder of our crewmate, Dalatta! We will have justice, or we will blow your ship to smithereens! The choice is yours—hand her over or die!”

      I wasn’t sure why I’d been worrying about what might happen when we reached Vysanthe. At this rate, we’d be dead before we even got there.
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      Bashrik killed the video stream but left the audio running as he fired up the weapons systems. I guessed he hoped the pirates would think the transmission had been cut, giving us an advantage. Navan leapt toward the dashboard, sliding into the auxiliary position beside Ronad, the three of them taking over control of the Fed ship, trying to steer us away from the pirate vessel. They worked as a focused unit, each of them shouting orders to the other in the way only seasoned military veterans could.

      “Shields engaged, powering to full force,” Bashrik said, having silenced the outgoing audio. “We need evasive maneuvers.”

      “Copy that, firing up auxiliary engines to put us in reverse,” Navan replied.

      “Bringing up secondary rear and front blasters,” Ronad added, his hands moving rapidly across the controls.

      The hulking beast of a pirate ship turned before us, jagged teeth and haunting eyes painted onto the front of the vessel. Through the windshield, I could make out the vague shapes of people moving around inside—the pirates preparing to fight, just as we were. The voice of Captain Ansel was the clearest, barking orders through the speakers, screaming at his crew to obey. It was terrifying to think we could be shot out of space, blown apart within minutes. I was grateful for the technology of the Fed ship, knowing it would protect us for a while, but I knew it wouldn’t hold forever, given their determination to see me dead or handed over.

      The first explosion hit a few seconds later, and the Fed ship juddered on impact. The shields held, a ripple of energy pulsing over the structure of the vessel. Another followed, and another, and another, the blasts hurtling from beneath the pirate ship, relentless and savage. Bashrik took the lead, firing back on them with the Fed’s guns, but these ships weren’t built with brute force in mind—they were supposed to take a softer approach. The firepower was nowhere near as forceful as the souped-up weapons of the pirate ship. They’d clearly modified their vessel for full, terror-inducing battles.

      “I have a plan!” Xiphio yelled suddenly. “Stone, with me!”

      Stone looked puzzled. “Ye want me to come with ye?”

      “Yes, you know these sorts of people and how they tick. You shall be of the best use to me.”

      “Right y’are. Ready on yer command, Xiph.”

      “This way!” The merevin gestured toward the door of the cockpit before darting out into the main space of the ship, heading down the corridor toward the row of escape pods at the very back of the vessel. Stone followed him, and the rest of us watched them go, wondering what on earth Xiphio had in mind. There wasn’t exactly any time to ask. They paused at the weapons room, snatching up guns, before running the last few yards and diving into a pod. The pods were small and stealthy, but they had no weapons to speak of. I really hoped Xiphio knew what he was doing.

      “Can you get a visual feed back up without the pirates knowing we’re watching?” I asked, turning back toward Bashrik, Navan, and Ronad.

      Bashrik nodded, though he didn’t look up from what he was doing. “Working on it now.”

      A few minutes later, a video stream reappeared on the screens. The pirates were in chaos, running around like headless chickens, with Captain Ansel at the helm, roaring for his gunmen to fire, over and over, screaming louder when they were forced to pause to stop the blasters from overheating. He was a terrifying man, made all the more terrifying during the throes of battle. His fangs were bared, his eyes glittering with menace, his muscles bulging more the angrier he got.

      “What part of fire don’t you understand?” Captain Ansel bellowed. “What part of blown to smithereens are you having difficulty with, you morons? Think of Dalatta—think of what he gave up for each and every one of us! Think of your crewmate and fire on those bastards this instant! I want that girl, dead or alive—we are owed that debt!”

      Then, without warning, everyone froze. It was almost comical, their faces twisted in the furious expressions of war, some of them turned in surprise to face the figures coming in through the door of the cockpit. A few had even managed to raise their weapons, but they never managed to pull the trigger. It was a relatively large space, but Xiphio was there to take out any of the pirates who were creeping outside Stone’s line of sight. Coiled around the merevin’s arms, like an endless array of bracelets, were what looked like metal zip ties.

      Xiphio hurried over to the camera on Captain Ansel’s dashboard. “The ship’s crew are immobilized. We’re going to tie them up, then connect this ship to ours.”

      Bashrik reconnected the outgoing transmission. “I don’t think it’s wise to dock their ship to ours.”

      “It will be far easier than us getting back in the escape pod and wasting time.”

      “Well, whatever you think is best,” Bashrik muttered, shrugging. “It’s not like I’m the pilot or anything.”

      Ignoring Bashrik’s comment, Xiphio set to work tying up the pirates in the cockpit while Stone held them in his gaze. The merevin made quick work of it, darting around the space, pulling the pirates’ arms around their backs and zip-tying them into submission. Having been held in Stone’s gaze myself, I knew they’d be screaming inside, wanting to be set free, wanting to lash out at the ambaka, wanting to fight against his powers, but they were helpless against it. He really was formidable in his own way—he didn’t agree with violence, and didn’t tend to get involved in all-out fighting, but he didn’t need to with the skills he possessed. The power to freeze was enough.

      “All tied up,” Xiphio said, walking up to the pirate dashboard and shoving Captain Ansel out of the way. “Preparing to connect this ship’s umbilical to the airlock.”

      “Airlock is engaged, awaiting the umbilical,” Bashrik replied reluctantly.

      Xiphio pressed a few buttons on the console, his eyes fixed on the screen that presumably rested below the camera. “Connecting now. You may feel a slight jolt, so my apologies for that.”

      Sure enough, the Fed ship jarred to one side as the umbilical tunnel from the pirate ship made contact with the airlock of ours. A mechanical shudder ran the length of the vessel, the metal structure creaking and straining. A few seconds later, it stopped, an unsettling calm drifting over us, as well as the ship itself. Turning away from the three pilots, Angie, Lauren, and I ran through the main space of the ship, heading for the airlock, waiting for Stone and Xiphio to reappear through the interior door. They’d well and truly saved our asses; they deserved a welcome back.

      “You guys make one hell of a team!” I said as the interior hatch lifted up, the two heroes of the hour stepping out into the main body of the ship. “That was quick thinking, Xiphio. We’d have ended up with a wrecked ship, if not worse, if you hadn’t stepped in like that.” To be honest, I was impressed by his maturity in handling the situation so smoothly, despite his personal feelings. It was obvious he was still struggling with the new dynamics in Stone and Lauren’s relationship, feeling pushed to the side of her affection, but he’d ignored it all to save our lives. If that wasn’t the sign of a true hero, I wasn’t sure what was.

      “That was incredible! I’m so proud of you!” Lauren cried, rushing toward Xiphio and throwing her arms around him in a friendly embrace. He put his arms around her tentatively, a flicker of pain in his eyes. “And you were awesome, too, Stone, but we already knew that.” She chuckled, letting go of Xiphio, not unkindly, before sinking into Stone’s arms instead. Xiphio lowered his gaze, hiding his hurt.

      “Good show, guys, good show.” Angie clapped them both on the back like a football coach. “I’ve never seen anyone zip-tie a bunch of burly men quicker than you, my merevin friend. You might even give me a run for my money.” She was evidently trying to cheer Xiphio up, but I doubted anything could work. No matter what he did, he’d always be second best in Lauren’s eyes. It wasn’t her fault, and it wasn’t his fault, and that was the most tragic thing of all. Unrequited love always stung someone, though the longed-for rose rarely intended to have thorns.

      After we’d guided them back toward the cockpit, Angie clinging to Xiphio’s arm and dragging him along, in an attempt to make him feel better, the boys stood up and congratulated them on their risky endeavor.

      “Nice work, guys,” Bashrik said, smiling, “though I still don’t understand why you had to clamp that thing to us. Look at it—it’s like the ship is staring into my soul.” Through the windshield, the painted side-eye of the pirate vessel was peering in, though that wasn’t the scariest thing. Captain Ansel was glaring through the glass, too, now that Stone wasn’t holding him frozen anymore.

      “Smooth moves, compadres,” Ronad commended. “Ignore Bash. He’s just peeved that you might have scratched his new toy.”

      “I am not, I just don’t understand why they had to clamp that thing to our ship when they could have just come back in the pod,” Bashrik retorted. “I mean, what if one of them breaks free and comes through that umbilical?”

      “They will not, Bashrik,” Xiphio assured him. “They shall have a rather difficult time trying to break free of serrantium restraints—Fed’s standard issue for volatile criminals. There are always extras tucked away in the weapons rooms of these vessels.”

      Bashrik looked chastened. “Well, what are we supposed to do with all the captured pirates, anyway?”

      “We either leave them on board their ship, and let fate work her magic, or we waste time making a detour to drop them off at the nearest Fed outpost and let your people sort them out,” Ronad replied, glancing at Xiphio. “Personally, I’m fine with either option.”

      “We can’t waste any time on a detour,” Navan insisted. “We barely have enough time as it is.”

      Stone nodded. “Aye, I’m not right convinced that droppin’ these wastrels anywhere’d be a grand sort o’ plan. Don’t seem right to interrupt our mission fer their sakes, considerin’ they were down to blow us to kingdom come.”

      “It’s probably kinder if we leave them,” Lauren said. “Maybe we could put a Fed beacon on the side of their ship and let some nearby agents deal with them?”

      “Yeah, why should we waste any time on them when they wouldn’t have thought twice about leaving us out here in pieces, floating about like fleshy popsicles?” Angie muttered, glowering through the windshield toward the furious face of Captain Ansel.

      “As it so happens, dear friends, neither option shall be necessary.” Xiphio pressed his hands together, a sad expression on his face. “You see, I plan to commandeer the pirate ship.”

      “What?” I gasped, feeling utterly confused. A ripple of similar confusion drifted across the group, everyone looking to the merevin for some kind of answer.

      He smiled. “I plan to bring the pirates to justice myself, as I know Captain Ansel is wanted for several crimes. He is the primary exporter of illegal, farmed Sonorans, and I have been wanting to track him down for a great deal of time now. Indeed, there are many amongst the Fed who would love to see him brought down, at last, and to be the one to collar him. I am honored that the responsibility shall fall to me, after every ridicule, every putdown, every rude gesture I have received from my fellow agents.” He paused, growing teary-eyed. “Once I have delivered these brutes to their fate, I shall go on to pursue any other pirate crews who may be seeking Miss Riley out, as a result of their ludicrous revenge bounties. I shall keep you safe from afar, Riley Idrax, and your sweet daughter, as well. I shall hunt these pirates to the end of the universe. After all, it is about time someone made an effort to clean up the riffraff in this place.”

      “Wait… so, you’re not coming to Vysanthe with us?” Lauren sounded heartbroken. “You’re leaving us?”

      “That is correct, Miss Lauren. I shall miss you all dearly, but I shall not be joining you in the rest of your mission.”

      “Come on, man, we can just drop these idiots at a Fed outpost and keep going on to Vysanthe. It’s not that much of a detour. I was just being dramatic,” Ronad insisted. “You have to come with us. You’ve come this far—you’re part of our crew.”

      Xiphio nodded. “And my journey ends here. At least, with all of you it does.”

      “Xiph, me old pal, ye can’t up sticks and scoot off. Yer family to us. Yer me brother-in-arms. We need ye in the days to come, I’m certain o’ it. I feel it in me bones,” Stone said, his tone desperately sad.

      “Your bones are wrong on this occasion, Stone. I shall always think of you as family, and I love you all dearly, but this is the right path for me. I know it is.” There was a determination in his eyes that made me wonder if it had something to do with what Orfaio had revealed to him.

      “Xiphio… we need you,” Lauren murmured.

      “Thanks to all of you, I have developed a taste for adventure that I never thought possible,” he continued. “All my life, I dreamt of becoming a bounty hunter, and now the opportunity is before me. I cannot ignore the signs. Finally, I have the confidence and the strength to pursue the dream I had as a child, and that is due to the encouragement and kindness of every single one of you. I do not take my departure lightly, but I am certain it is what I must do.”

      I stepped forward, opening my arms out to my friend. “We’re going to miss you,” I whispered, as he enveloped me in a bittersweet embrace. Losing Mort had been bad enough, but at least I’d know Xiphio was out there somewhere, living the life he’d always wanted to lead. If Orfaio had set him on this path, then who were we to stand in his way? We all had our missions to follow. This just happened to be his.

      “Do you have to go right now?” Navan asked, moving in to hug Xiphio as I pulled away.

      “The ship is at my disposal, and these pirates need to be brought to justice as soon as possible, before any of them have the chance to get away,” he replied. “It must be now. If I linger, I do not know what the consequences may be.”

      “Then I wish you safe travels, Xiphio. But just know that the door is always open. If you need us, you know where to find us.” Navan patted the merevin on the back, the two of them hugging tightly.

      “I earnestly hope that our paths shall cross again, in better circumstances.”

      Moving around the group, Xiphio said goodbye to everyone, tears sparkling in the eyes of all of us at having to say such an unexpected farewell. We’d had no time to prepare, and it felt gut-wrenchingly abrupt. He picked up Nova and held her to him, whispering a fond farewell in her ear: “Goodbye, little one. May your life be as bright as your spirit. Never forget me, okay?” She giggled at him, wriggling to snuggle closer to his shoulder, her little hands gripping him tight. With that, he handed her back to Navan.

      The only person he had left to say goodbye to was Lauren, and I knew it was going to be hard for them both. I almost felt like the rest of us shouldn’t be in the room, but it would’ve been too awkward for us all to leave.

      “You have all been true friends to me, despite our unfortunate beginnings,” he said softly. “No matter what happens with Vysanthe, and how your battles there may end, just know that I shall be serving as a defender of the universe, as you are. I shall be cheering you on and praying for your success, though I may not be beside you when your futures come to pass.”

      Cautiously, he walked toward Lauren and lifted her hand to his lips, kissing it in the most gentlemanly fashion. His kiss lingered a moment, a flicker of panic washing over his face. This was the part where he left her, and I could see he wasn’t ready. None of us were, least of all Lauren.

      “Please don’t go,” she whispered.

      He smiled up at her, his large eyes shining bright. “My heart shall always belong to you, Miss Lauren, wherever you may be. Although my love for you may not be reciprocated in the way I might wish it to be, I wish you nothing but happiness in every step you take with Stone at your side. He is a good man—the very best of men—and, perhaps, he deserves love far more than I do. He has lost enough in his lifetime; I would not see him lose you. With all my heart, I shall think of you both fondly, wherever this journey may take me. You see, Orfaio told us there were several possibilities to every future, and perhaps there is a future where you and I might have been together—in an alternate reality, maybe I was the lucky one. However, in this universe, there can only be one outcome. The two of you have found one another, and there can only be joy in that.”

      “I’m sorry…” She shook her head, gripping Xiphio’s hand.

      “There is nothing to be sorry for. Two of my dearest friends have found love with one another; there is no need for apology.” He smiled. “And who knows, perhaps my love is out there, waiting for me. If I do not go now, I shall never find her.”

      “Please take care of yourself,” she begged, throwing her arms around him and hugging him tight.

      “I will, Miss Lauren… I will.”

      As soon as they had separated, Xiphio turned and made his last journey through the main body of the ship, heading in the direction of the airlock. The others followed him, with me trailing behind, holding Nova close. In all honesty, I was using her to hide my falling tears.

      “I must have one more hug of this remarkable little girl,” Xiphio announced as he reached the interior door of the airlock, opening out his arms to welcome Nova’s adorable cuddles. I offered her out to him, though he moved oddly near as he took her from me, leaning closer to my ear as he did so. “Orfaio hinted that these events might transpire,” he whispered, his voice so low that only I could hear. “The Stargazer said that, when they did, I was to tell you that ‘the other woman must become queen, even with child.’ Orfaio explained that you would know what it meant, though I am none the wiser.” He pulled away, smiling happily, making a show of lifting Nova into the air. After placing one last kiss on her cheek, he handed her back.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      He nodded. “I pray it does you some good.”

      We watched him step into the airlock, closing the interior door and waiting for the exterior to open. Standing on the threshold of the umbilical tunnel, he turned and waved to us through the airlock window, before whirling around and heading up toward the pirate ship. He disappeared a moment later, the umbilical retracting shortly afterward. Still, we stayed there, watching out of the window until the pirate vessel moved off, sailing away into the vastness of space on a one-man journey of justice and defense.

      I’m going to miss you so much, I thought, mulling over the message Xiphio had given me. I wasn’t entirely sure what Orfaio meant, but I had an inkling. The timing of it was too coincidental. It seemed impossible, given the state of the coldblood planet, but I couldn’t think of anything else that Orfaio might be alluding to. There was only one thing in my mind, and I was getting more certain of it by the minute…

      Seraphina was destined to become the true ruler of Vysanthe.
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      As we approached Vysanthe, I prayed it would be the last time I ever made this trip to the coldblood planet. True, I had nothing but traumatic memories of the place, peppered with very few good times, but it was more than that. Now that I had a husband and a child, something in me had changed. I was tired of endlessly traveling, each journey taking me farther and farther away from home. I was tired of traipsing through the universe, not knowing what might be around the next corner. It sounded sad, but I was looking forward to staying in one place, even if it was a planet other than Earth. I wanted to put down roots, properly this time.

      At least, by coming here one more time, we were close to our objective of finally ending this conflict, once and for all. I had no idea who would come out on top, but Xiphio’s words, and the thoughts they conjured up, stayed with me long after he’d departed for his new job as bounty hunter extraordinaire, saving my ass from pirates across the universe. If Seraphina could become the new ruler of Vysanthe, I knew there might be a chance for peace—she was the only person with whom that looked like a true possibility. And yet, it also seemed impossible. How could we even get her on the throne? How could we unite the coldblood people to rally behind her when they were already so fractured and tired of endless warfare? She was well loved, but it felt like a long shot, a complicated pipe dream.

      “Headed for a rough landing, guys. Hold on to whatever you can,” Bashrik said, the icy planet appearing before us through the windshield of the cockpit.

      “Are we on course for the sky prison?” Navan asked, narrowing his eyes.

      He nodded. “We are indeed, Brother.”

      I wasn’t sure what Jareth had to do with our plans, but I’d just have to wait for everything to unfurl of its own accord. If we were breaking Jareth out, though, I assumed it had something to do with developing an anti-elixir. After all, Jareth had been the first one to ruminate over the possibility of an immortality elixir, and there had to be things he knew that we didn’t—that not even Yorrek and that damned notebook knew about. It stood to reason that any alchemist worth their salt would come up with the theory for an anti-elixir at the same time as coming up with a theory for the elixir itself… Everything in balance.

      After all, he’d known more than he’d let on to Gianne. If he could hide his knowledge from her, he could hide it from anyone.

      “I’m just going to take Nova out for a minute and give her some sweetblood. She’s starting to fuss a bit,” I said, shrouding my anxiety in something mundane.

      Navan frowned. “Are you sure? I can do that if you want.”

      “It’s fine, you stay here. I need to take a drop anyway if I want to be any use in this mission.” I flashed him a wry smile, turning to leave. I paused, hearing his footsteps behind me. He’d followed me out into the main space, pulling me back so the two of us were standing on the threshold between the cockpit and the rest of the ship.

      “I know you’re worried, Riley,” he said. “We all are. I know you’re worried about what all of this is for. I know it seems really foolish and risky, but—”

      I stopped him abruptly. “Don’t you dare say a word about what Orfaio told you. If you tell me anything, you might ruin this whole thing. I won’t see that happen.”

      “I just thought you might feel better if you knew why.” He looked torn, his face a mask of confusion.

      Smiling, I stepped toward him and slipped my free arm around his waist, holding Nova between us. “I would, Navan, of course I would, but I don’t want to screw this up. There are so many things I want to tell you, too, and I’m sure the others are dying to spill the beans… but we can’t. We have to stick to our individual parts, just as Orfaio said. Nova’s future might rely on it.”

      Navan shook his head in frustration, running a hand across Nova’s tufty dark hair. “I don’t get all of this secrecy. Why does it all have to be in little, cryptic parts? I don’t see what harm could come from pooling our knowledge. More minds are better than one.”

      “You know why,” I said, leaning up to kiss him on the lips. “It could influence too much.”

      “For the record, I think Stargazer methods are ridiculous,” he muttered, but I could tell he’d conceded and wouldn’t say anything about what Orfaio had told him. There was nothing in this universe worth risking Nova’s future over. He would keep quiet, I knew he would, as much as it frustrated the heck out of me, too.

      “Let’s see if they work out first, okay?” I teased, giving him a squeeze.

      Nova giggled. “Papa tickle!”

      “No tickling right now, sweetheart,” he said, softening.

      I took a decanted vial of sweetblood out of my pocket and lifted it to my lips, tasting three drops on my tongue before lowering the rim toward Nova’s mouth. As I tipped it, the golden liquid trickled into her mouth, and her face lit up with happiness as she drank it down, guzzling the whole thing. Her hands bunched into fists, her limbs flailing with pure joy. At the very least, it would make her sleepy enough to nap through the mission. I was already dreading leaving her behind with whoever was going to stay with the ship, not knowing if I’d make it back. The sky prison hadn’t been heavily guarded last time, thanks to the ceasefire celebrations, but I had a feeling we wouldn’t be so lucky this time—there was no reason the prison wouldn’t be at full security, especially thanks to that last break-in.

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about the upcoming mission,” Navan said, as Nova drained the last of the sweetblood vial.

      “What about it?”

      We’d already discussed making it a stealthy, in-and-out job, so as not to alert the queendom of our presence on Vysanthe. There was a plan in place involving some strange suits that Xiphio had packed into the arsenal, but it was nowhere near as dangerous as some of the other missions we’d been on. It wasn’t going to be easy, but it was doable. At least, that’s what Angie kept assuring me of, making me even more curious about what Orfaio had told her.

      “I don’t think you should go,” he said bluntly.

      “Why not?” Not once had he mentioned this aversion to me being a part of the mission, and, though I wasn’t annoyed, I was surprised.

      “It’s going to be immensely dangerous, Riley, and Nova is going to need at least one of her parents alive if this mission goes awry. I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go.”

      “It’s not like we haven’t been in dangerous situations before. I promise you, we’ll both be fine.”

      “I really think you should sit this one out.”

      I frowned. “Did Orfaio say I shouldn’t go?”

      “I could lie to you, but… no, Orfaio didn’t say anything about you staying. I’d just prefer it if you were here, with Nova, safe and out of harm’s way. I don’t want her ending up an orphan.”

      “Riley’s right—we’ve been in way more dangerous situations than this,” Angie said suddenly, appearing in the doorway, having evidently been eavesdropping on our conversation. “Anyway, she needs to come. No wiggle room, I’m afraid. You’re going to have to leave your white-knighting and your suit of shiny armor in the hold for this one, amigo.”

      Again, it felt as though the Stargazer’s predictions were calling the shots here. None of us had a say in any of it, regardless of whether or not we wanted to agree. On this occasion, however, I was glad Orfaio had somehow stepped in. There was no way I was sitting this mission out.

      “Why does she have to come?” Navan muttered.

      “Oh yeah, like I’m going to tell you that,” Angie replied, rolling her eyes. “Just trust me when I say she has to come. No ifs, no buts, no coconuts.”

      “See, what did I say?” Navan cast me a knowing look. “This Stargazer puzzle is ridiculous.”

      Angie smirked, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Spoilsport.”

      “Right, so who is definitively coming on this mission then?” Navan asked, striding back into the cockpit. I followed him, Nova drifting off to sleep in my arms. “Angie, maybe you’d care to elaborate for us?”

      She shrugged. “I think a good team would be me, you, Riley, and Stone. Not for any particular reason or anything, just ‘cause. You know, Stone’s got his eye thing, Riley’s nifty with her daggers, you’re okay in a fix, and I’m… well, I’m the brains of the outfit.”

      “Of course you are, my love!” Bashrik chirped. “Though I’d prefer to come with you, if possible?” I could hear the tension in his voice.

      “Pas possible, mi amour,” she replied. “Like I said, I think us four would be really… neat as a team. Any more and it might throw off the numbers… or something.” It was evident she was stumbling over Orfaio’s gifted knowledge, trying not to give anything away. I had to hand it to her: for all her fumbles, she was doing a good job.

      “I really can’t come?” Lauren seemed disappointed.

      Angie smiled. “Afraid not, Xena, my warrior princess.”

      Lauren was fast becoming one of the most badass people I knew, especially after the way she’d stood up to Kirin. Even I was disappointed that she wouldn’t be coming along with her staff. I knew we could probably use the added protection, even though Navan, Stone, and I had the fighting bases mostly covered.

      “I’m guessin’ I don’t have much o’ a say on the matter?” Stone smiled.

      “Not really.” Angie gave an apologetic look.

      “Well, I’ll say this: I’m glad to be breakin’ into a prison instead o’ bein’ lobbed into one! It’ll not be me first prison break, and probs won’t be me last, neither.”

      “Hey, I’m happy to be on swoop and rescue squad,” Ronad chimed in brightly. “Not to mention the fact that I get to spend some quality time with this little dumpling.” He lifted his arms for Nova, and I rested her gently in the crook of his elbow.

      She stirred in her sleep, gripping Ronad’s shirt and sucking her thumb. “Roro,” she murmured, settling back to sleep.

      I stared at him in happy disbelief. “Did you know she called you that?”

      “She must have come up with it herself,” he replied, an enormous grin spreading across his face. “Roro? I like it.”

      Nova giggled, drifting between the real world and dreamworld. “Roro.”

      “Okay, well, it looks like we’ve got a babysitter. I say we get this show on the road,” I said, feeling a little envious that Nova had given Ronad a nickname. Then again, he spent so much time cooing over her that it had been bound to happen.

      Angie nodded nervously. “I couldn’t agree more!”
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        * * *

      

      The four selected members of Angie’s Stargazer-approved team headed through the corridors of the Fed ship toward the arsenal, each of us ready to pick up one of the suits tucked away on the top shelves. Navan had made a note of them in the inventory and suggested we use them for this mission, though, by all accounts, it’d been Xiphio who’d stowed them away on board when they left Lunar HQ.

      “He thought they could come in handy,” Navan explained, pulling them down and handing them out. There were matching masks to go with the outfits, which suctioned uncomfortably to the face, circling oxygen through a ventilation system.

      As we struggled to yank on the rubbery suits, we quickly found that they were unbelievably tight, presumably to make them completely streamlined. Loose pockets of fabric dangled down from the armpit, joining the wrist to the hip.

      “I’m Batman,” Angie growled in her gravelliest voice, stretching out the curious wings.

      I laughed. “More like flying-squirrel man.”

      “Aye, well, I don’t think I’m a man no more,” Stone complained, putting on a high-pitched tone. “Me bollocks have gone right back inside from the sheer force o’ this thing pressin’ on ‘em.”

      Navan arched an eyebrow. “He’s not wrong.”

      “Well, suck it up, because you’re wearing them and that’s final,” Angie remarked. “I know you can fly, Navan, but we can’t risk that lame wing of yours letting us down this high up. So, you’re wearing it whether you like it or not—that goes for both of you.”

      I was starting to wonder how much of this Orfaio had gifted her and how much she was doing for her own amusement. Either way, these suits would keep us from falling out of the sky and dropping to our deaths.

      “What are they going to do, anyway?” I asked, stretching out the odd wings again, feeling a sudden pang for the real wings I’d had.

      Lauren appeared in the doorway, gawping at Stone’s toned physique, all of which was visible beneath the tight rubber of the suit.

      “Eyes up ‘ere,” he teased.

      She blushed furiously. “From the information Xiphio left me, these are sort of like magnetic suits, only they don’t need metal to work. They connect to the frequency of any material they’re set to. In this case, they’ve been set to glass, and have been programmed with the coordinates of Jareth’s cell. You’re going to dive out of the airlock and stretch out your arms, letting the air currents carry you safely toward the underside of the prison. Once there, you need to place your palms against the glass and send the vibrations through the pane. It will shatter a small area of the glass and give you access to Jareth… providing all of our information is still correct.” She paused. “If Jareth has been moved… well, let’s just hope you don’t let some crazed axe-murderer out instead, eh?”

      “Don’t ye love it when she talks dead scientific like?” Stone grinned. “I could hear me Ren talk ‘bout frequencies and vibrations ‘til the torans came home.”

      I frowned. “Torans?”

      “Aye, horny wee beasts. Great big udders. Some folk milk ‘em.”

      “Right.”

      “Anyway, horny torans aside, shall we give this skydiving business a try?” Lauren asked anxiously, her gaze drifting over Stone’s taut body one last time. A rumble of assent rippled around the room. “Well, don’t forget your masks. You’re going to need those to breathe.”

      While we walked away from the weapons room, heading back through the hallways of the ship, I saw the ambaka slide a tentative arm around her waist, pulling her to his side as we made our way to the airlock. Angie and I exchanged a giddy look.

      The four of us bundled into the chamber between the interior and exterior doors, with Lauren standing safely behind the former as the hatch closed. She stared at us through the window, making hand signals to make sure we were okay. Bashrik and Ronad, who was clutching the sleeping Nova, appeared beside Lauren. The three of them wished us well, their faces concerned. I kept my eyes fixed on Nova, silently promising her I’d come back as I lifted my mask to my face and felt the suction grab hold of my skin. For a moment, I thought the pressure was going to suck out my eyeballs, but it quickly eased, a flow of steady oxygen circling through the mask.

      On a count of three, the airlock door opened and the four of us jumped out into the nothingness of the Vysanthean sky. I wasn’t sure what was stopping us from being sucked out, but I had a feeling it had something to do with the suits. Navan went first, followed by Angie, then me, with Stone bringing up the rear.

      At first, there was nothing but the sensation of dropping like a rock. I could make out the landscape below me and see the prison up ahead, but my suit was doing nothing to hold me up. I struggled to turn over my shoulder, trying to get a look at the Fed ship, but the whole thing was cloaked, hidden from sight. Remembering what Lauren had said about stretching out my arms, I forced them wide, the air currents catching the material and lifting me up for a moment. As I curved my arms backward and kept them straight, the momentum and strong winds began to drive me forward, my body zipping through the air like a bullet, headed straight for the underside of the prison.

      The other three were in the air around me, the four of us moving in a weird formation as we flew, quite literally, under the radar of the sky prison. A small square panel on my wrist showed our flight trajectory, my fellow fliers flashing a pale purple while the prison loomed a deep blue. At the far side of the underbelly, a red light blinked. I presumed this simple beacon was Jareth.

      We surged toward the blinking light, folding in our fabric wings as we neared, the suits triggering their magnetic effect, just as Lauren had said they would. With an awkward jolt, we stuck to the underside, our bodies pressed flat to the glass. I tried to call out to the others, but the wind carried my voice away.

      Instead, I focused my palms on a small section of the glass, the rubber gloves vibrating violently, my whole body shaking with them. A moment later, a patch of the pane shattered away, tumbling past me in a rainstorm of glinting shards. The droplets bounced harmlessly off my mask, disappearing down toward the planet’s surface. I made the mistake of looking at just how far down the ground was. The sight of it turned my stomach, forcing my gaze back toward the gap in the glass.

      Before any of us could climb through the opening, the sight of ships closing in distracted our attention. They’d come out of nowhere and were moving fast, heading toward the prison, painted with rebel patterns and colors. Gray, black, and white, swirling along the sides. I turned a panicked look toward the others, fearing we may have been noticed, even though we were tucked beneath the belly of the prison. Either that, or the rebels planned to attack the prison themselves. I mean, the ships weren’t even bothering with cloaks. Evidently, the rebels wanted the queens to know they were under attack. If they couldn’t hit the ground because of the sleeping mist, they were going to hit the queens where it would hurt, presumably intent on releasing the worst of coldblood-kind back into the world.

      I scrambled through the hole in the pane, praying it had led us to the right place, only to find myself standing in the hallway close to where Jareth’s cell had previously stood. I could see the frosted exterior of the cell, just down the corridor, facing us on the curve of the prison’s ringed walkway. The coordinates hadn’t been precise enough… We were still going to have to break Jareth out the regular way.

      “What the—?” Navan grimaced as he stood beside me, Angie and Stone appearing a moment later.

      “Aye, I were worried ‘bout that,” Stone remarked. “This ‘ere prison spins, right, like it were on an orbit o’ some sort. Yer pa’s cell might o’ been ‘ere twenty minutes ago, but it ain’t now.”

      “No, but it’s right there,” I said, pointing toward the frosted pane.

      “Well then, what are we waiting for?” Angie replied. “Stone, you might want to whip your mask off for this one. We’re going to need that eye of yours.”

      He nodded. “Right y’are.”

      With his third eye released and ready to freeze, we rushed toward the cell holding Jareth, hoping he was still there. I couldn’t see his shadow moving around inside, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there. We’d just reached the panel to defrost the glass, revealing the inmate within, when a familiar voice called out to us from a cell nearby.

      “Hey, Riley!” I could only see her shadow moving behind the frosted wall, but I’d have known that voice anywhere. Seraphina was behind the glass, and it sounded like she needed our help.
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      “Seraphina?” I ran to the panel of her cell and pressed the button that sheered out the frosted glass, revealing my friend. Her raven hair was disheveled, her almost scarlet eyes turned toward us in fear, her rounded stomach visible beneath a torn nightgown. “What the hell are you doing in here?”

      Seraphina cast a mournful glance through the glass. “Queen Gianne put me in here after learning of Aurelius’s betrayal,” she replied rapidly. “Aurelius had put me in a safehouse, way out in the tundra, hoping to collect me once he and Ezra returned to Vysanthe, but the queen found me anyway. She threw me in here instead of killing me—apparently, her bloodthirstiness stops at very pregnant women.” She stroked her distended belly absently, making me feel a weird pang of envy. I hadn’t been able to enjoy my own pregnancy. Then again, I doubted the child growing inside her was one Seraphina had welcomed, considering who the father was.

      “We heard you were pregnant. It’s a long story, but we encountered Aurelius and he told us.” There’d be time to tell her everything once we’d sprung her out of prison. “Now, let’s get you out of here before the rebel ships arrive and turn every evil bastard in this place loose.”

      She frowned. “The rebel ships are coming here?”

      “We saw them as we were breaking into the prison. They’re on their way here, and they look like they’re in the mood for a fight. No cloaking, no transmissions, just broad daylight attack,” Navan replied, offering a kind smile. “It’s good to see you again, Seraphina. Sorry you’re in here, and sorry for… well, you know.” His gaze drifted across her pregnant stomach, but her hands continued to stroke the rise of it in an almost defensive way. Clearly, despite the father, she had chosen to love the baby growing inside her. After all, if she hadn’t wanted it, she would have postponed the gestation.

      “Good to see you, too,” she said. “As for these rebel ships, my guess is that Aurelius has been to the safehouse and found me gone. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s heading here to ‘rescue’ me, after finally finding out where Gianne put me. That snake is a hideous excuse for a sentient being, but he’s besotted with the idea of this child. He’ll have been looking for me since the moment they arrived here.”

      Xiphio’s words came back to me as Seraphina and I looked at one another. Orfaio had hinted that Seraphina should be the true queen of Vysanthe, but there was no time to explain all of that to her now. We had to get her out. Otherwise, she might never be able to fulfil that destiny. Plus, I wasn’t entirely sure how much I was allowed to tell her, in order to keep external factors from influencing it one way or the other. Then again, if Xiphio had told me, surely that meant I was supposed to tell her? It was a hard one to figure out.

      “Okay, not that this chat hasn’t been delightful, but we need to get out of here before axe-murderers and psychopaths start running wild,” Angie chimed in. “I don’t fancy being cut to ribbons by some nutcase coldblood.”

      Seraphina laughed. “Your friend has a point.”

      “See, I told you I was the brains of the outfit,” Angie said triumphantly. “So, boys, if you two could get on with springing Jareth out of his cell, Riley and I will put our superior minds to freeing this enormously pregnant woman. Preferably before she gives birth on the jail floor.”

      Navan nodded. “I’ll send word for the others to wait under the opening in the walkway, so we can drop down when we’ve freed them. As soon as you’ve got her out, you go on ahead. Don’t wait for us, okay?”

      “Okay.” I flashed him an encouraging smile, reaching out to squeeze his hand.

      “Aye, what he said. Get this lass as far from ‘ere as poss. We’ll be hot on yer heels,” Stone added, as the two of them turned and sprinted down the hall toward Jareth’s cell. I could still just about see them from where we were standing, though Jareth’s cell was on the curve of the prison’s ring, his door obscured.

      “So, what is the plan?” Seraphina wondered. My gaze was distracted by the sight of rebel ships surrounding the prison. I could see them through the outer pane of her cell, some of them flying toward the landing pad above.

      Angie glanced at me. “Good vibrations?”

      “That’s what I was thinking, though we’ll have to pick up the pace. It won’t be long until the rebels are inside, one way or the other. I doubt they’re concerned about using the front door.”

      “Then palms to the panes, people!” Angie pressed her gloved hands to the glass on the far right of Seraphina’s cell front while I walked over to the left and pressed my palms down firmly. We looked at each other, giving a nod, before the vibrations of the suits surged into the glass.

      “Get back, Seraphina!” I called. She stepped to the far edge of the room, the glint of rebel ships silhouetted behind her. If they fired at the exterior window now, they might be able to snatch her before we could get her out. That was, if they even knew where she was. I was hoping they didn’t.

      The vibrations rumbled across the pane, the sheer force of them making my body judder. Cracks began to form, splintering across the glass like silvery veins, connecting in a chaotic network. Angie’s vibrations met with mine, and we pushed more and more through the pane, pressing harder and harder until, finally, with one exhausted but victorious explosion, the whole thing shattered. Glass cascaded downward, settling harmlessly on the ground with a crunch. Beyond the windows, the ships were getting closer, moving in formation. Our time was almost up.

      “Come on,” I urged, flashing a look at the boys, who were still working away at Jareth’s cell. I didn’t want to leave them, but I had to follow Xiphio’s last words to me. If Seraphina was supposed to be the true queen of Vysanthe, then we needed to break her free.

      Seraphina waddled toward us, her vast size making her slow and awkward. Angie and I grasped her, spreading her weight across us both as we helped her out of the cell and carried her toward the hole we’d made in the floor, just up the hallway. There was fear on her face, her gaze flitting toward the hovering ships beyond the walls of the prison.

      “I am sorry for slowing you down,” she murmured, the strain showing.

      “You aren’t slowing us down,” I assured her. “Can you still fly in your condition?”

      “I’m uncertain, Riley. The baby is so heavy and has sapped much of my energy, but I believe I can fly for a short period of time before I get too weary.”

      “Okay, well, we’re going to lower you through the hole. Once you’re through, you need to drop down. We’ve got a ship waiting below, but you won’t be able to see it until the airlock opens for us. Angie and I will be right behind you, if you just hover for a while. Can you do that?” I was nervous for her, not wanting to put her in harm’s way.

      She nodded. “I believe so, though I won’t be able to hold myself up for long.”

      “It shouldn’t take too long for the others to catch you, and we’ll be there to guide you.”

      She gave me a small smile. “I trust you, Riley.”

      “Come on then, down you go,” Angie said, helping Seraphina sink to her knees so she could shuffle through the gap. Before she could reach it, I stepped toward the edge of the hole we’d forged in the floor of the prison, keeping an eye out for the Fed ship. The others had been told to reveal themselves once they were under the prison’s radar.

      However, instead of the cloaked vessel I was expecting, a very different ship sat in the airspace below. A rebel ship hovered there, streaked in white, gray, and black. The windshield was directly underneath us, giving us a clear view of those in the cockpit. Manning the helm was a face I didn’t want to see—one none of us wanted to see.

      Aurelius was driving the ship, no doubt lying in wait for us. Even if he hadn’t seen us make the hole, he had to know there was something fishy about it.

      “Crap, Aurelius is down there!” I hissed, just as the weaselly coldblood looked up through the glass, his eyes connecting with mine. His face twisted into a mask of fury as he saw me. Given our last encounter, I guessed he was still bearing a grudge. I could only have imagined the trouble he’d gotten himself into with Ezra after letting us escape. “He’s seen us! We need to run!”

      Angie gaped at me. “What?”

      “We need to find another way out!”

      Casting one last glance through the hole, I saw Aurelius disappear from the cockpit, a hatch swinging open on the top of the vessel. I didn’t need to wait and see who was coming out. Aurelius would be chasing after us—there were no two ways about it.

      I pulled Seraphina’s arm across my shoulders, with Angie doing the same, and we helped her along the curved corridor toward the spot where we’d left the boys. Ahead, the crumbled remains of Jareth’s cell taunted us. Navan and Stone were long gone. I wondered if a guard had come along and distracted them, forcing them to go in the opposite direction. Whatever it was that had happened, they weren’t here anymore, and we really needed them. The only person who could stop Aurelius in his tracks was Stone.

      “This way,” I urged, dragging Seraphina along the same route I hoped Navan and Stone had gone down. Behind us, I heard the crack of glass and knew Aurelius was gaining on us fast.

      Slipping a few of the knives from the bandolier across my suit, I turned back and hurled them at the vapid coldblood, praying they might slow him down, if nothing else. I wanted to make him pay for killing Mort, but a few measly blades weren’t going to do it, now that he was immortal. For the moment, I’d have to make do with inflicting as much harm as possible to get Seraphina away from him.

      One of my knives thudded directly into his heart, and he crumpled to the ground behind us, keeling over face-first. A split second later, he got to his feet, yanking the knives from his chest without flinching. They’d taken him by surprise, nothing more. Cursing under my breath, I threw as many blades as I could in quick succession, one landing squarely at the base of Aurelius’s throat. Blood bubbled up for a moment, but still, it did nothing, the coldblood continuing to stalk forward. The only advantage we had was that he couldn’t open out his wings in these corridors, as the space was too confined for him to use his damaged one properly.

      “How many times do I have to kill you?” I snapped, leaving Seraphina to lean on Angie as I hurled knife after knife, ensuring I kept a few back in case we needed them later.

      “At least a few times more,” he growled, his face a mask of pure rage.

      “We must set them loose, dear Riley,” Seraphina whispered.

      I frowned. “Set who loose?”

      “The prisoners. They’re our only hope of distraction.”

      Angie shook her head. “No way, José. What did I say about psychopaths and axe-murderers!”

      “She’s right,” I said reluctantly. “If we’re going to keep Aurelius occupied and get the hell out of here, we need the other prisoners. After so long cooped up, they might just cause enough chaos for us to escape.”

      “When some prisoner is wearing my eyeballs as a necklace, don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Angie muttered.

      As I continued my onslaught against Aurelius, knowing I was coming to the end of my bandolier, Seraphina staggered over to one of the prison control panels, her fingertips dancing across the buttons. There was a flash of green before sirens started blaring, the high-pitched wail screeching in my ears. Lights whirled wildly as the doors to every cell lifted around us. It would take a few moments for the prisoners to realize what was going on, but as soon as they figured it out, all hell would break loose.

      “This way!” I roared, turning around and scooping Seraphina’s arm around my shoulder.

      Like explosive charges going off, the prisoners burst out of their cells, tearing out into the hallway, their shouts of victory filling the air in a chilling chant. They could taste freedom, and they weren’t going to allow themselves to be imprisoned again, any time soon. A few launched themselves at Aurelius, their wild eyes fixed on him, likely recognizing him as the sidekick of Queen Gianne—the one who’d put them in here. They wouldn’t be able to kill him, but at least they’d slow him down.

      That’ll keep you busy for a while, though, I thought, focusing on Seraphina.

      “We need to find Navan and Stone,” I said, hurrying along. “Stone can freeze the prisoners and the rebels, giving us some time to get out of here.”

      Angie nodded. “Good thinking.”

      Now that all the cells were open, we could see through to the other side of the prison ring, no frosted glass getting in the way. There, running along the opposite side, were Navan and Stone, with Jareth held between them. Evidently, they were trying to get back to the hole in the ground, not realizing that our guys had been replaced by a rebel ship. I wanted to call out to them, but there was no way they’d be able to hear us from here.

      “We need to get up and over,” I said, gesturing to one of the staircases that led to the upper floor. “The guys are over there, and we can’t risk going back. If we head up, we can run to the other side and come down the stairs over there.”

      “I really am sorry for slowing you down,” Seraphina replied miserably.

      “You’re doing just fine,” I encouraged her, the three of us heading up the stairwell to the upper floor. Here, the prisoners were still safely tucked away in their cells, leaving us with an open stretch of hallway to reach the other side. It was a long walk, but it was better than trying to fight our way back through a crowd of hyperactive criminals hopped up on freedom.

      We were halfway around when Aurelius appeared before us, panting heavily, his face and body covered in the blood of rapidly healed wounds. His clothes were torn, his stringy hair ripped out in clumps, and he looked pissed.

      “Don’t you dare take another step toward us,” Angie threatened, reaching for a slender object attached to her waist. None of us knew what it was for, but she seemed to have high hopes of it being useful. It had been attached to her suit since leaving the ship, though I didn’t have one on me.

      “Give me back my property, and I will leave you to these vile cretins,” Aurelius barked. “You may live if you can fight them off, which gives you better odds than you will receive if you do not hand over my wife this instant.”

      He stalked toward us.

      “I said not another step!” Angie said, lunging forward. With a roar, she pressed down on the handle of the object, and a stream of shimmering red light fired out the end. It swiped across Aurelius’s neck, slicing through the muscle and tissue of his throat, leaving a neat line of smoldering skin as his head toppled off. It hit the ground with a sickening thud, his body swaying as if it had no idea what to do, now that it had been separated.

      It gave us the opportunity we needed. The three of us pushed past the headless Aurelius and ran for the opposite side of the prison. I glanced over my shoulder, and my stomach churned as I watched Aurelius lean down to pick up his head, putting it squarely back onto his neck after a bit of wiggling it to and fro. With a flicker of tentacle-like fronds, the skin of his body latched on to the skin of his head, the two pieces fitting back together as if they’d never been apart.

      “I really shouldn’t have done that,” Angie muttered, putting the laser device back in its holster. Her hands were blistered and raw, seared by the heat of the beam.

      “Did you know what it was?” I asked, gawking at her burns.

      She shrugged. “No idea. I thought it was a weapon of some kind, though I had no idea I’d be guillotining coldbloods today.” She shuddered. “And here I was, thinking Sleepy Hollow was a myth. Now I’ve really seen everything.”

      “Well, let’s hope we can catch up with the boys before zombie Aurelius catches us.”

      “I really thought you might have killed him,” Seraphina said sadly, a steely look glinting in her scarlet eyes. “It would appear to be just my luck that my cruel husband is un-killable. Is there a way around this immortality?”

      “We’re not sure yet. That’s why the boys are breaking Jareth out… at least, that’s what I think they’re breaking him out for.” I flashed her an apologetic look. “It’s a very long story, but we’ll tell you everything as soon as we’re out of danger. You might be able to fill us in on a few things, too.”

      Ten minutes later, we reached the other side of the upper floor, only to find Navan and Stone barreling up the stairs toward us with Jareth in tow. It looked like they’d reached the gap in the floor and had the same idea as us, needing to find an alternate escape route. I could only imagine what was happening down there now that the prisoners were free. It wouldn’t be long before they found their way to the upper floors and started setting everyone else loose, too.

      “The rebels are here,” Navan gasped. “They’ve got the place surrounded.”

      I nodded. “We saw them as we were breaking Seraphina out. Aurelius was waiting under the hole in the floor, so we came looking for you. He’s still following us, but Angie slowed him down.” I glanced at her in concern. Her face contorted in pain as she struggled not to touch anything with her burned hands. “Looks like we need to find another way out, if we want to get out of this place alive.”

      “Front door is yer best bet,” Stone said. “They’ll not be expectin’ anyone to have the bollocks to do it, and ye’ve got me to help with a bit o’ freezin’ and the like.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Navan replied. Between them, Jareth was bound and gagged. I realized that must have been what had taken them so long, when we broke Seraphina out pretty quick.

      With that, we all hurried toward the main entrance, Stone freezing any rebels who got in our way as we picked our way past the bodies of dead prison guards. It was a massacre, but there was nothing we could do for them now.

      “Bashrik, we’re coming out of the main entrance. Be ready for us,” Navan said over the comm device, as we neared the large foyer which led to the blast doors of the prison. The gargantuan, thick metal doors were already open, revealing the expansive landing pad beyond. Several rebel ships had already landed, but if we could dive off the edge before any of them saw us, I knew we might just make it out of here in one piece.

      “Copy that, I’ll be ready to catch you,” came Bashrik’s reply.

      “We’re going to jump from the far right-hand side of the platform.”

      Another crackle. “Copy that, moving into position now.”

      Angie gawped at Navan. “I’m sorry, did you just say ‘jump’ off this thing?”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be perfectly safe. You’ll be in Bashrik’s safe hands.”

      “You forget, I know how safe Bashrik’s hands can be—that is what worries me. There’s a reason I call him Captain Butterfingers.”

      Navan smiled. “He won’t drop you.”

      “He better not.”

      The six of us snuck out of the prison foyer, keeping to the shadows so the rebels wouldn’t spot us. When we reached the edge, violent gusts of wind buffeted us. Navan pulled down the top half of his rubber suit, leaving it resting on his hips like a surfer’s wetsuit, and wrapped his arms around me, spreading out his wings. Body to body, I found myself smiling despite the precarious situation. It reminded me of so many previous trips, held in his arms, soaring through the sky. Here, so close to him, I could ignore the bad we’d endured and think only of happy memories.

      “Stone, come on,” Navan said, gesturing to the ambaka.

      Stone eyed Navan’s bare chest. “Aye, I’ll not, if that’s okay with ye. Me suit’ll carry me to the ship, no bother. I’ll just head fer the windscreen, hope I don’t go splat.”

      Bashrik swooped down from nowhere, his wings outstretched. Landing softly on the platform, he put his arms around Angie and Seraphina and lifted them into the air. Seraphina also had her wings stretched out, helping him along as best she could, but I could tell Bashrik was struggling with the unexpected weight.

      “Rask, Seraphina, what have they been feeding you in there?” he teased. “I used to be able to fling you about when we were kids.”

      “The perils of pregnancy, I’m afraid,” she replied, smiling.

      “Well, we’ll get you back to the ship, safe and sound.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting someone?” Angie chided.

      Bashrik planted a kiss on her forehead. “I’d never forget you, my love. Fortunately, you aren’t the one carrying precious cargo.”

      Before Navan could lift me into the air, Stone dove off the end of the platform, the air currents lifting him up, leading him toward the cloaked Fed ship. It seemed he was using the magnetism of the suit to attract him to the windshield, just as he’d said. I had to hand it to the ambaka: he was more fearless than any of us. As he neared, Lauren popped out of the airlock, throwing a rope. Clinging to a handle inside the chamber, she waited for Stone to grab hold of the end before tugging the rope into the ship, bringing him toward safety.

      With Aurelius due to appear at any moment, Navan reached for his father and grabbed the thick metal binding his wrists together. Moving to the edge of the platform, he gripped me about the waist and soared upward, following the path of the others. As he flew, Jareth dangled down beside us, looking pretty peeved about getting dragged along by the arms. Within minutes, we were standing inside the airlock chamber, the exterior door closing behind us. All of us were there, except for Ronad, who was keeping the ship steady. Meanwhile, the rebel ships stayed put, having missed the whole event.

      I couldn’t believe it. Somehow, we’d made it out of the prison. Not only that, but we had everything we’d come for. It reminded me of the stardust vial tucked safely in the pocket of my pants. Surely, now, there was only one place for us to go—Kaido and his neurobotanicals were calling.
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      “What if Sarrask isn’t there anymore?” I wondered, standing beside the control panel. We’d set a course for the lakeside cottage, but there was no way of knowing whether it was even still standing.

      Bashrik shrugged. “Then we try something else to figure out where my brothers have gone. Knowing Kaido and his… particular ways, I doubt they’ll have traveled far from the house.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Ah, so today is to be quite the family reunion, is it?” Jareth said sourly from his chair at the far end of the cockpit. Navan had tied him to it, and he didn’t look too pleased. In fact, he didn’t look too pleased about any of what had happened. I was starting to feel like we should have just left him in his cell to rot. The whole journey from the sky prison, which hadn’t been long, he’d been sulking about the rescue. I got the feeling there was more to it than that. A lot had happened to Jareth Idrax since the last time we saw him, including a pretty harsh betrayal by Aurelius.

      “Is that a problem?” Navan retorted.

      Jareth shrugged. “I did not expect to see so many of my sons in one day, that is all.”

      “Anyone would think you wished we’d left you there.”

      “I was coming up with my own plan of escape, thank you very much.”

      Ronad snorted. “Not too successful, by the looks of it.” I supposed he felt bolder about taunting Jareth, considering the coldblood was securely tied up. Still, I remembered the peculiar kind of truce they had come to, the last time they’d encountered one another. It hadn’t been forgiveness, per se, but a bridge had definitely been crossed between them. Now, it looked as though that had all been forgotten.

      “Listen, we get it. You’ve had a bad time, what with Aurelius turning on you, even though you signed that nasty little document for him, so he could get his claws into Seraphina,” Navan said coldly. “But how about some gratitude? Aurelius wasn’t coming to let you out. We did you a favor.”

      “Seeing those rebel ships, I thought that ingrate was coming to spring me out of prison,” Jareth muttered bitterly. “Now, I realize his sole intention was retrieving Seraphina. No surprise there, I suppose. Although, after everything we went through… well, I thought I deserved my freedom. He might have joined forces with Ezra, but to leave me in that place? My estimation of that cretin has gone even further down.”

      Navan sighed. “Aurelius had no reason to rescue you, Father. He already had the immortality elixir—he didn’t need you and your knowledge anymore. Ezra swooped in and offered him the solution on a plate, with a little help from Uncle Lazar, I might add.”

      “Lazar?” Jareth spat the word.

      “He was the one who cracked the elixir’s code.”

      “That wretch learned everything from me!” he snapped, as if unable to restrain himself. I could detect a hint of sibling envy in his tone. “He was always the one following me around like a wounded frostfang, begging for my lab scraps, begging for any fragment of information I could dangle in front of him. He cannot have bested me. I will not have it!”

      Navan shrugged. “Yeah, well, he figured it out before you. He made it work, where you couldn’t.”

      “Impossible!” Jareth insisted. “Lazar is a talentless hack who has done nothing but copy the work of far finer alchemists, for the entirety of his so-called career. He belongs in the dirt, not in the history books. You are saying this to irritate me, I am certain.”

      “Afraid not, Father. Lazar was the one to crack the code.”

      “Lazar?” Jareth repeated the name over and over, his wild jealousy revealed. It was amusing to see him so troubled by the idea that his little brother might have achieved what he couldn’t. I supposed it didn’t matter how powerful a person was, they still had rivalries with their siblings, striving for greatness. Everywhere in the universe, I had a feeling it was the same.

      Navan nodded. “Yes… Lazar. Need I say it again?”

      “So… it really does exist?” Jareth’s expression calmed as he reined in his outburst. “The elixir—it really has been created?”

      “It has,” I said bluntly.

      “I had heard rumors drifting about the prison, but I did not dare to believe it.” A wistful glint glittered in Jareth’s eyes.

      “Well, believe it, because the rebels attacking this planet are all immortal. Angie even beheaded Aurelius earlier, but he stuck his head back on his shoulders and carried on as if he’d done nothing more than scrape his knee,” I said with a sigh, shuddering at the memory.

      “And you say Lazar was the one to figure it out?”

      I nodded.

      “Interesting… and how did he manage it? What was the missing link?” Jareth asked. “You must tell me of its creation. I must know.”

      Navan and I exchanged a look.

      “My dear boy, you must tell me how it was done,” Jareth urged. “The Immortality Theory is my life’s work. If somebody managed to crack the code of its creation, regardless of who that person might have been, I must know how it was done!” He tugged against his restraints, a vein throbbing at the side of his temple. Desperation bristled across his face.

      “Perhaps we might tell you another time,” Navan said, after a brief pause.

      Jareth thrashed again, pulling harder at his bonds. “My boy, I implore you to tell me how it was done. Indeed, I should very much like it if we could set our differences aside altogether, and let bygones be bygones. Whatever bad blood has passed between us, I long for it to be over. Please, Navan.” A strange look passed across his features, making him seem almost sad. “Even if you will not tell me of the elixir’s creation, at least allow me the heartfelt joy of repairing our relations.”

      Navan frowned. “Is this some trick?”

      “No trick. This goes for you two, as well—Bashrik, Ronad—and even you, Riley,” he replied, looking at us each in turn. “You see, I have had a great deal of time to think since our last meeting at the prison. I understand the value of you now, Riley, in a way I did not before. You are braver than I formerly gave you credit for—you rescued my beloved wife from Gianne’s smothering, and though she no doubt despises me for my treason against the crown, at least she still lives. Gianne is holding her in the infirmary, but she is alive thanks to you. Moreover, you and Ronad destroyed the alchemy lab at my behest, though you had no reason to, in terms of your own benefit.”

      “I didn’t do it for you,” I murmured, unable to bear the weight of his intense gaze.

      “Perhaps not, but you did do it, and I have witnessed the bond between you and my son—a bond that reminds me of the one I once shared with Lorela,” he went on. “Once upon a time, we might have done anything for one another, in the same way that you two risk everything for each other. Indeed, all this time, I have done everything with the future of my family in mind. My actions, though they may appear so, have not been selfishly motivated. I have always done what I thought was best for the Idrax family, every one of you.”

      I thought of Nova, safely asleep in one of the ship’s rooms. “That was why you built the tunnels under the house? That was why you made a deal with Aurelius to overthrow Gianne? You thought you could make it right for your wife and your children. You thought you could escape the chaos.” I hadn’t meant to say the words out loud.

      Jareth nodded. “That is precisely why.”

      “And you couldn’t have found another way?” I pressed, my temper flaring for a moment. “You couldn’t have done something other than selling Seraphina down the river, to that sick little man?”

      “I know you cannot forgive me for the hurt I have caused that dear girl, but believe I did it with good intentions,” he replied, somewhat chastened. “I ask only for your forgiveness, however far it may reach. If you cannot forgive what I did to Seraphina’s happiness, then please say you will forgive me for the rest of my crimes. Navan, Bashrik, I long for your forgiveness above all others.”

      I looked to Navan, whose mood darkened instantly. I could almost see the cogs whirring in his head as he remembered every treacherous thing that his father had ever done to us. Bashrik’s face was completely blank, though I knew he had to be suffering through the memories, too. Even if Jareth had acted with the best intentions, it didn’t change the fact that he had done some awful things. Did a man like that deserve forgiveness? I wasn’t sure.

      “There is one way you may atone for your sins, to prove that you truly are repentant for the crimes you have committed,” Navan said at last, a bitter tone edging his words.

      “Anything,” Jareth said.

      “You must create an anti-elixir for us that will rid the rebels of their immortality.”

      Jareth smiled. “That may be as worthwhile a task as discovering the key to the elixir in the first place,” he said, evidently still envious about Lazar’s part in its creation.

      “Does that mean you’ll do it?” Ronad sounded shocked.

      “Considering the events that have befallen me in recent weeks, it will be no surprise to learn that I am no longer a fan of the rebels,” Jareth replied. “Aurelius failed to keep his promise to me, though I upheld my end of the bargain. My wife was nearly murdered because of his selfish behavior, and my plans were left in ruins because of him. I hold no loyalty toward him anymore, nor am I particularly fond of this Ezra fellow. I do not know him well, but he seems nearly as insane as Gianne. This planet does not need more lunatics on the throne.”

      “Yes, but does that mean you’ll make the anti-elixir for us?” I pressed.

      Jareth cast me an odd look. “My only wish is for Vysanthe to find peace again. Its people, including myself, are tired of wars and squabbling monarchs," he said. “If that involves creating an anti-elixir, to rid the planet of these infectious rebels, then so be it. I should be more than happy to oblige.”

      “It’s funny… that was precisely why Lazar created the elixir.” I held his gaze. “He wanted to crack the elixir so that Vysanthe could find peace again, on a planet with no death, no sickness, no injury. He thought everyone would give up on violence when they realized there was no point in a battle that nobody could win. I’m not sure what he thought the queens and rebels would do, but those were his sentiments, too.”

      Jareth smirked. “And that, dear girl, is why my brother is a lesser creature than I. He lacks the intellect to understand consequences and collateral damage. I am certain he will have blindly believed those thoughts, thinking himself correct, unable to see the flaws in his argument. Now, I imagine he has scurried into some hole, realizing too late that he was wrong—that these rebels want anything but peace, unless they can seize it with a worldwide massacre.”

      “Lazar planned to give the elixir to everyone.”

      “By now, you know these rebels better than anyone,” Jareth replied coolly. “Do you really believe that is their plan? Perhaps they will give the elixir to those they deem worthy, but those who reject their leadership… you can count on this ending in bloodshed. It has already begun.”

      “In that case, you creating this anti-elixir is our priority,” Navan interjected.

      “I agree, but in order to devise a solution to the immortality problem, I must know the source of the elixir’s power.”

      So, we weren’t going to get away with not telling him everything. I hated to admit it, but he had a point. The anti-elixir would undoubtedly have to be formed from the very thing that had caused it in the first place. My heart wrenched at the thought of putting Nova through more discomfort, but what choice did we have?

      “There is something you should see,” Navan said, flashing me an apologetic glance.

      He walked over to his father and released him from his bonds, the older coldblood stretching like a cat. Even now, I could see he had no idea who he was about to meet. Nova was a unique creature, but I had no clue how Jareth would view her. Would he think her an abomination, like Ezra did? Or would he find her fascinating, the way Lazar had? We’d find out soon enough.

      “Do you have vials of the main ingredients stashed away?” Jareth asked, as we left the cockpit and headed through the hallways of the ship toward the room where Nova slept. Lauren and Seraphina were keeping an eye on her, my coldblood friend already enamored with my child. I wasn’t sure if it was the maternal instinct in her, brought on by her own pregnancy, or the uniqueness of my little girl, but Seraphina had been in awe the moment they had met. Still, we had kept her from Jareth so far.

      “Not exactly,” I remarked, opening the hatch to the bedroom.

      Nova lay cradled in Seraphina’s arms, breathing softly through a nap, and I marveled at how perfect the woman looked, sitting on the edge of the bed in her vastly pregnant state, holding a baby in her arms. Motherhood suited her.

      “Father, I would like you to meet your grandchild, Nova,” Navan said, taking our daughter from Seraphina and bringing her over to where Jareth stood.

      “You had a lovechild with Seraphina?” Jareth looked baffled. “When did this occur?”

      I shook my head. “She is our daughter—mine and Navan’s.”

      “Impossible.”

      “Apparently not,” I replied with a wry laugh, stroking Nova’s cheek.

      “She has red wings… I’ve never seen red wings before,” Jareth murmured, as though to himself. “And her skin isn’t quite gray, is it? There’s a sheen of gray but only in certain light. She is truly a mixture of you and my son?”

      I nodded. “She is.”

      Jareth stared at her as though she were the most wonderful creature he had ever laid eyes on. It was clear that he was floored by her existence, but there was something in his manner that surprised me. I’d more or less expected him to be disgusted, the way Ezra had been, but he didn’t seem to be appalled at all. Instead, he seemed fascinated by her.

      “She is remarkable,” he said breathlessly. “A true bonding of alternate genetics. I knew hybrids were possible, but I did not think she could be possible. The Vysanthean DNA is so complex and harsh. I wouldn’t have thought any other genetics capable of combining with it. This child… that you have created… she is the finest creation I have ever witnessed.”

      He stepped closer, raising a tentative hand to touch her tiny fist. The way he looked at her was the way a crusader might have looked at the Holy Grail. It was like all the possibilities in the universe were clustered within her small frame, and he was figuring out how he might utilize her potential. As long as he didn’t try anything funny, I didn’t mind his awe of her. And yet, there was a hunger in his eyes that worried me. A leopard never changed its spots, and I wasn’t sure Jareth could change his.

      “May I?” Jareth asked.

      Uncertainly, Navan reached over and placed Nova in his father’s outstretched arms. A flicker of elation rippled across Jareth’s face as he held her, cooing and humming in a way I had never expected from a man like him. It was easy to forget that he was a father of ten, who undoubtedly loved his children despite everything he had done. Maybe, at one time, he had held them and cooed at them like this, soothing them in his arms. It was a hard picture to conjure, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. To become a grandfather wasn’t a trivial thing, and Jareth’s delight was evident, though I remained dubious about the motivation behind it.

      “We are about to set down at Sarrask’s place,” Ronad interrupted, appearing in the doorway of the bedroom. He flashed a cold look at Jareth, his gaze flitting to Nova.

      “We’ll be right there,” Navan replied, hurriedly taking our daughter back.

      “What should we do with her while we check on Sarrask and Kaido?” I asked nervously. “What if Sarrask isn’t there, and the house has been taken over?”

      “I can stay with her, if you want me to,” Seraphina offered.

      I smiled at her. “Thank you, Seraphina. We won’t be long, I promise.”

      “I do not mind. I was rather enjoying the practice.”

      After handing Nova to Seraphina for safekeeping, we hurried out into the main space of the ship, with Lauren and Jareth in tow. A few moments later, the vessel set down on the ground with a jolt, before the engines fell silent. Ronad and Bashrik came out of the cockpit, with Angie appearing from the opposite side of the ship shortly afterward. Stone staggered into the space a second later, yawning and looking bleary-eyed. The ship hadn’t been in the air that long, but the ambaka had a knack for falling asleep whenever he could.

      “We arrived?” he asked, halfway through another yawn.

      “Looks like it,” Lauren replied, as the main hatch slid open, revealing the quaint, chocolate-box façade of Sarrask’s cottage.

      “We should probably leave Jareth behind, in case he spooks Kaido,” I whispered to Navan.

      He nodded. “Father, it would be better if you remained here, until we know that the coast is clear.”

      Jareth shrugged. “That suits me just fine.”

      “Aye, but ye ain’t stayin’ here by yerself, so don’t be getting’ any ideas now,” Stone interjected. “I don’t know ye too well, but I know ye by reputation. I’ll be stayin’ with ye a while, makin’ sure ye don’t get up to no mischief. See, this eye, it can freeze ye in a second, so no funny business—ye get me?”

      “I have no idea,” Jareth remarked, gaping at the ambaka.

      Lauren nodded. “I thought I might stay too, to keep an eye on things.”

      “That sounds like a good idea. We’ll come back for you when we know that everything’s okay,” I assured her, amused by the way Jareth was staring at Stone.

      With that, we exited the ship. I glanced around as we made our way toward the front door, taking in the devastation that surrounded the house. It looked like the area had escaped most of the barrages, but there were still a few neighboring homes razed to the ground, debris floating on the glittering surface of the nearby lake. In the distance, I could see something smoldering, black smoke rising up. No birds sang here anymore, the trees singed and barren. War had touched this place, though it had not yet destroyed it.

      “I’d forgotten how freaking cold this place is,” Angie complained as the door opened. “I might sit this one out. Just come and get me when you find the rest of the Idrax clan, okay?”

      “Are you sure?” Bashrik sounded worried.

      “One hundred percent. I’m not freezing my ass off for some dude who might not even be in there. I’ll give Seraphina a hand with the ankle-biter.”

      She hurried back to the ship and lingered on the threshold, while I pulled my jacket tighter around my body. A bitter wind whipped up, gnawing at my vulnerable skin. I focused on the house up ahead, determined not to let the harsh climate beat me.

      “Thought I could warm you up a bit,” Navan said, moving up to put his arm around me. I nestled into him, trying to push away the icy wind that nipped at my bare flesh, stinging my cheeks.

      Ronad was the first to reach the door. He turned on the step, smiling uncertainly. “Now, let’s see if anyone is home.”

      He rapped on the front door, the thud echoing within the house… but there was no answer from inside.
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      Ronad knocked again and again, but the door remained unanswered. “I guess nobody’s home?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Navan replied, taking a running start at the door and launching the full weight of his body against it. It cracked, the wood splintering. Running again, he thudded hard into it, and the wood shattered in a spray of fragments. With one final kick, he busted it off its hinges, the door hanging limply to the side.

      Tentatively, we moved forward, entering the silent house. Everything was draped in darkness, plants scattered about, their long fronds tangling amongst one another like a jungle. Most were contained in the glass chambers that Kaido had constructed, giving off a faint glow of luminescence, but some had been left to grow wild. That didn’t seem like Kaido at all, to leave them here to fend for themselves. If he’d left them behind, then what had happened to him?

      Fear gripped my heart, making me wonder what might have befallen the two Idrax brothers. I’d asked them to run if they could, so maybe that’s what they’d done. I hoped so—with all my heart, I hoped so. For all the bad blood that had settled between me and Sarrask, especially after the unwanted kiss, I didn’t want anything bad to have happened to him. And Kaido… I couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to him.

      I wandered toward the archway that led into the lounge. The plants were everywhere, making it even harder to see where I was going. They formed shadows all over the place, tricking me into thinking there were people standing in the way, watching us.

      Staggering over some roots that had crisscrossed over the floor, I stepped into the lounge, my eyes unaccustomed to the gloom. A shadow shifted close by. The next thing I knew there was an arm around my neck, bending me into a fierce headlock that I couldn’t escape from. Whoever had me, they were strong, choking the air from my lungs.

      “If you please, I should like you to prove your identity,” a familiar voice demanded. “You are trespassing upon my property.”

      “Kaido,” I rasped. “Kaido, it’s me, Riley.”

      “You say that is who you are, but how can I be sure? How can I be certain that the enemy queen or these rebels have not sent you in disguise, masquerading as a face I recognize? Riley departed this planet a long time ago. Prove your identity, if you would be so kind.”

      I reached for his arm, trying to pull it away from my throat. “You sat me in your chair in the lab at your home in the South. You fed botanicals into my mind and experimented on my brain patterns. You sent me away with a serum you’d created, to make me stronger. I asked you to get away from here and stay safe.”

      Kaido released me a split second later. “You are indeed who you say you are, unless these rebels have discovered a way to steal memories and download them into the minds of clones. Although their alchemists are advanced, I do not believe they have the technology to do so just yet, so I must satisfy myself that you are who you say you are.” He stepped away, looking relieved.

      “It’s me, Kaido. I promise you.”

      Kaido nodded uncertainly. “Then you must allow me to apologize for my actions, though they were entirely warranted in the case of your smashing down the door. It is a natural protective response to defend oneself—that is all I was doing, though I am sorry if I caused you harm. My headlocks have been known to hurt.”

      “Why did you think I might not be me?” I rubbed my throat, soothing away the pain from his grip.

      “I have been forced to deal with rumors of rebel shifters impersonating acquaintances as a means of gaining access into private homes. There have been countless occasions of such events, though I have not witnessed any for myself,” he explained. “I have a very high-tech security system in place, and though I saw you all approach on my cameras, I did not wish to run the risk of trusting you outright. One can never be too careful. My work is exceptionally important—it is only a matter of time before these people figure out my excellence and come in search of my notes. Neurobotany is not as ridiculed as it once was, now that this sleeping mist has proven a success.”

      Navan stepped up beside me, an angry look on his face, but I put my hand out to stop him from doing anything he might regret. Kaido was only defending himself. In times of war, I could understand his need to be overly cautious. Besides, that was Kaido through and through—always careful, always cautious, always thinking ahead.

      “The sleeping mist? You know about it?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Why yes, of course I know about it. I have been residing here while you have all been gone. Did you forget?” It was a genuine question. It was going to take some time to get used to his peculiarities again.

      “No, we hoped you were still here. We just weren’t sure if you knew about the sleeping mist,” I explained. “I thought it might be one of the queens’ alchemical creations.”

      Kaido smiled. “A common mistake, but I would not expect you to know the difference. Your mind is unaccustomed to the nuances between the Vysanthean sciences,” he said. “The sleeping mist is laced with neurobotanicals that attack the brain, causing the inhaler to fall into a catatonic state. It is based on a design of my own, though those notes were stolen some time ago. I do not know if these royal neurobotanists have copied my design, though it seems unlikely they could have come up with such a complicated system themselves. They are ill-equipped for ingenuity. Anyway, I was not at the house to defend my work when it was taken, which is why I have resolved to remain here constantly, observing everything through my cameras. They shall not rob me of my thoughts again!”

      I stepped toward him and wrapped my arms around him, feeling him stiffen in discomfort. “It’s good to see you again, Kaido.”

      “If you could refrain from the embraces,” he urged. “I had forgotten how dearly your species enjoys physical contact.”

      “I’m just happy you’re safe,” I said, letting him go.

      He flushed a little. “In truth, Riley, it is a pleasure to see you alive and well, also. I hoped you would not be in pieces somewhere, having been exploded by the queens’ bombs, or the rebels’ artillery. It happens so often these days that I would not have been surprised, but I am glad it has not happened to you.”

      “Thanks… I think.”

      “You are most welcome.”

      “Where are you hiding our other brother?” Navan wondered, looking around the plant-covered walls.

      Kaido frowned. “I am not hiding anyone, Navan. This is not a safehouse. Unless you mean Bashrik? In which case, he is standing over by the sink, meddling with a very rare plant that he should not be touching.”

      Bashrik retracted his hand as though it had been stung, turning to Kaido with a sheepish expression on his face.

      Navan chuckled. “No, I meant where is Sarrask? Is he here?”

      “Ah, I understand now,” Kaido said, hesitating for a moment. “Sarrask is… he is not as you might remember him, although I have been trying exceptionally hard to correct his recent changes. His behavior is much altered. I have made some headway with serums and the like, but I cannot fully determine whether his injuries are purely physical, or there are some inflicting his mind that I cannot see.”

      “What happened to him?” I cut in.

      “Sarrask was injured in battle.”

      Ronad frowned. “He went to the front line, then, like he said he was going to?”

      “He did. Did you not believe he would go?” Kaido sounded genuinely curious.

      “No, I thought he would go. I just hoped he’d be smart enough not to.”

      “That does not make any sense, Ronad. If he said he was going to go, then you had his assurance that he would do so.”

      He laughed. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “There is no supposing about it. I am indeed correct. Sarrask said he was going to fight, and so he did. That is where he was injured, as I have said.”

      Realizing that Kaido was getting confused, I stepped in. “Is he here in the house?”

      “Yes, he is, though he does not like to be disturbed.”

      “Well, I’d very much like to speak with him about something,” I said softly, bringing Kaido’s focus back to me. “First, I’m just going to run outside and let the others know that I’ve found you, and everything is okay, and then we can all get settled.”

      Kaido frowned. “Others?”

      “We have some friends with us.”

      “And you plan to stay?” He looked horrified.

      “We have to stay here for a short while, yes.”

      He shook his head rapidly. “Oh, no, that will never work. I am afraid there is not enough room. My plants require a great deal of space, and I shall not have their growth compromised by being trampled on by too many visitors.”

      “Do you remember what we said about compromise, the last time we were here?”

      Kaido looked chastened. “Well… if you must stay, I will not be cast out from my room. My best specimens are in there, and they cannot be uprooted for your benefit.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll find space in the lounge and the kitchen. A few of us might even stay on the ship, if that would make you more comfortable.”

      “It certainly would… if that does not contradict your terms of compromise? It is not something I am overly familiar with.”

      I smiled at him. “I think that would be just fine, Kaido.”

      Fifteen minutes later, everyone was safely inside the house, sitting around the kitchen table. Kaido had done nothing but stare at his father for the past five minutes, clearly bemused by his presence here. To my dismay, Jareth hadn’t even acknowledged Kaido, the older coldblood keeping his discussions focused on Navan and Bashrik.

      “I thought you were married to Aurelius?” Kaido blurted out, his gaze shifting to Seraphina.

      “I am,” she replied kindly.

      “Has he rejected you as a mate?”

      Seraphina chuckled. “It is more that I have rejected him.”

      “Is the baby yours?” He pointed to Nova, who was happily ensconced in Ronad’s arms.

      “This one will be,” she replied, stroking her bump, “but that darling creature belongs to Riley and Navan.”

      He nodded in understanding. “Then, I must congratulate you both on your successful copulation. I know, from your last visit here, that you were most vigorous in the physical pursuit of a child.”

      I almost choked. “She wasn’t exactly planned, Kaido, though we’re thrilled to have her in our lives.”

      “Is that not the primary purpose of copulation, to produce a child?”

      “Wow, Bash, your brother is even more of a romantic than you are,” Angie teased.

      “It is one reason for… copulation, but it is not the only one,” I replied, seeing his distress. This seemed to appease him.

      “Indeed, it is most interesting to discover that your genetics are compatible in this manner, for I believed them to be so after studying your brain chemistry. There were many similarities. In some cases, your reactions were exactly the opposite to those of a Vysanthean mind, if you recall?”

      “I do.”

      “That must be why you were able to conceive a hybrid,” he concluded. “An excellent feat of chance and circumstance, to procreate successfully.”

      Jareth seemed to notice his other son for the first time. “She is remarkable, isn’t she?”

      “In terms of genetic uniqueness, and the improbability of her being a viable fetus, I would be inclined to agree.”

      Jareth turned away, returning his attention to Navan. “Now, looking around this place, we could certainly use some of these canisters and pieces of equipment to conjure up a makeshift alchemy lab, if you will,” he said, to Kaido’s evident despair. “I thought I might take one of the upper rooms to myself, so I can work and sleep in some comfort. Many of these plants will have to be moved. They will only get in the way of our progress.”

      “But… my plants… they require optimum conditions,” Kaido said quietly.

      “What did you say?” Jareth fired him a warning look.

      “I said… my plants require optimum conditions. They need space and light, or they will die.”

      “And we require your equipment and this space more. Is that going to be a problem?”

      Kaido shook his head, crestfallen. “No, Father.”

      “Actually, I’m going to need some of Kaido’s lab, too,” I chimed in, feeling sorry for him. “Although, I’m also going to need Kaido’s guidance. So, if we could keep things more or less as they are, that might be better for all of us. If we need to use anything, we can just ask Kaido where it is, and he can help us all out.” After all, I needed him and his lab to help me fulfil my portion of Orfaio’s advice. Already, the vial of stardust was burning a hole in my pocket.

      Jareth sighed. “Very well. Though, if it begins to interfere with my work, I shall have to insist.”

      “That sounds fair.”

      Kaido offered me a grateful look, though I could see the prospect still troubled him. In this situation, it was the best I could do.

      “We also need to seek out new allies,” Bashrik said unexpectedly, a nervous expression crossing his features. I guessed it had something to do with the Stargazers, too. “All this time, we’ve been looking to ally ourselves with other species, but what if we looked closer to home? I mean, there are coldbloods here who want a united Vysanthe more than anything. Perhaps we could find some of those people and get them to help us in the fight against the rebels.”

      Navan perked up suddenly. “We could go to Nisha, from the fighting pits. She knows a whole lot of people. If we wanted to raise an army from within Vysanthe, she’d be the one to go to.”

      I remembered the fearsome woman Navan had introduced me to at the fighting pits, the one who’d taken us through the mountain tunnel to the North. It was a long time ago now, or at least it felt like it, but I recalled her saying that she wanted Vysanthe to have a government that was “for the people, by the people.” She didn’t want to be ruled by a monarchy who didn’t represent her, and she had made it clear that she wasn’t the only one who thought that way.

      “Do you think she might still be there, at the fighting pits?” I wondered.

      Navan shrugged. “I’m not sure, given the state the border was in the last time we were there. But, if we can find her, we might be able to use her connections to form some kind of citizen task force. They can be the ones to administer the anti-elixir, when the time comes.”

      So, this had to be what Orfaio had told Bashrik. Maybe Seraphina was the woman who would take charge, being of the people, and working for the people, just as they wanted. One by one, each member of our group was using their gifted knowledge in pursuit of some larger prophecy, and the pieces were slowly starting to come together.

      I glanced at Kaido. Soon, it would be my time.
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      After everyone had dispersed—Stone and Lauren taking a walk outside, Angie and Bashrik discussing where they were going to sleep, Navan and Jareth going over Kaido’s equipment to see what they could use, Ronad returning to the ship to lock it down, while Seraphina wandered through the kitchen rocking Nova gently—I went in search of Kaido. He’d crept upstairs to tend to his plants, no doubt wondering how he could keep them safe from Jareth’s influence. He was moving a few glass cases up onto higher shelves when I entered.

      “I was just checking on them,” he said guiltily.

      “You do what you have to, to keep your plants safe,” I encouraged him. I knew what they meant to him.

      “Were you intending to find me, or were you looking for Sarrask? If it is the latter, this is not the correct room.”

      I smiled. “Actually, I was looking for you. It’s because of you that we’ve come here.”

      “What do you mean? You have no business with me that I can recall, unless you want some more of that strength serum I concocted. I should have the notes on it around here somewhere, though everyone seems intent on moving my things around.”

      “It’s not about the strength serum.” I wasn’t sure where to begin, so I took out the stardust vial and handed it to him.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a gift I received from the Stargazers,” I replied. “They gave each of us a piece of information or, in my case, a vial of stardust. I was told to go back to the place where my visions began, which has led us back to you. I think you might be the key to my part of the puzzle.”

      He stared at me as though I were a madwoman. “The Stargazers?”

      I nodded.

      “But they are fictional, aren’t they? I used to sit by the door to my sister’s room and hear my mother tell her tales of them. She would never read the stories to me, but there was some enjoyment to be found in listening to them.”

      A pang of sympathy bristled through me. He had missed out on so much. “Funnily enough, they’re as real as you or me.”

      “That is not possible.”

      “It is, I promise you. They live on an astral plane alongside our universe,” I explained. “They’re not exactly the all-powerful creatures depicted in the storybooks, but they do exist. They see and know everything, but that’s about the extent of what they can do to help us lesser beings. They can offer suggestions, which is what they’ve done for us.”

      “Their power is knowledge?”

      I nodded.

      “The most powerful thing in this universe, indeed,” he mused, a wistful smile on his face. “And they gave you this?” He turned the vial over in his hands, inspecting the substance closely.

      “They did,” I replied. “It’s hard to know what they wanted me to do with it, but I think it involves you doing more experiments on me. I’m pretty sure I need to find a way to connect with my visions again, and the only way I can do that is if you help me.”

      “That is why you told my father you required my laboratory equipment,” he said, understanding. “I was not sure whether you were trying to be kind. You have shown me kindness before.”

      I smiled. “It was a little bit of both.”

      “Well, I shall require some time to analyze this sample and prepare the appropriate experiments from my findings,” he said abruptly, clearly terrified I was about to go in for another hug. “I trust you do not mind if I keep hold of this? It shall be extremely difficult to analyze if I can’t have it at hand.”

      “Of course, do whatever you need to do with it and let me know when you’re ready with your experiments.” I felt a tug of reluctance at giving the vial away, but Kaido was one of the most trustworthy people I knew.

      “I look forward to discovering its properties.” He looked pleased.

      I lingered for a moment, watching him. “I know you’re busy with your plants, and now the stardust, but would it be okay if you took me to Sarrask?”

      “I suppose it would not disrupt him too much to have you visit him,” Kaido replied after a moment’s pause. “However, I was not exaggerating when I said he is not the way you might remember him. His injury has left him with some difficulties—physical and mental. It might be better if we keep my father away from him, too. My father is not fond of… difficulties.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Kaido led the way out of his plant room, moving across the landing toward the room at the opposite end. He didn’t bother to knock, striding straight in. I followed him, hovering on the threshold as I peered into the space beyond. Sarrask sat on his bed, surrounded by rocks of all shapes and sizes, his nose firmly stuck in a book.

      “Hello, Sarrask,” I said.

      He looked up in surprise. “Riley?”

      “Back again.” I laughed, wanting to dispel any tension that might still exist between the two of us.

      “Well, this is an unexpected pleasure. I thought you’d vanished from Vysanthe for good.”

      “Not quite. I just couldn’t stay away.” I nodded to the book in his hands. “What are you reading?”

      “A book on geology. It is extremely interesting, though not everyone agrees that geology is a true science. Isn’t that right, Kaido?”

      Kaido nodded. “Geology is more of a hobby than a true science. Staring at rocks is no substitute for the study of living organisms.”

      “Anyway, my ‘hobby’ aside, how are you, wanderer?”

      “I’m okay. How are you?” I narrowed my eyes, scrutinizing him closely. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with him. He was a little more invested in his rocks than normal, but he seemed to be just fine. The weirdest thing was the close bond that seemed to have developed between the two brothers. It definitely hadn’t been as amicable the last time I was here. Sarrask had still been struggling to deal with Kaido’s peculiarities, breaking the habit of a lifetime.

      “Rask, you gave me a fright,” Sarrask said, starting suddenly. “Is it really you, Riley?”

      “Don’t tell me—you think I’m a shifter masquerading as Riley?” I teased.

      He frowned. “Are you?”

      “No, of course I’m not. Kaido has already done the proper checks. Haven’t you, Kaido?”

      Kaido nodded. “I ensured she was not a shifter, though we cannot truly know if she is a clone with transferred memories. I remain unconvinced.”

      “Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” Sarrask said, looking at me as though he was seeing me for the first time. “What brings you back here, Riley? I thought you had vanished from Vysanthe for good.”

      “You’ve already said that.” I laughed, shrugging off the unsettled feeling inside me. I was starting to understand what Kaido had been talking about.

      He shrugged. “Oh, have I? Well, it is a pleasant surprise. I wasn’t sure we’d ever see you again.”

      “And how are you feeling? Are you okay?”

      “I’m feeling good, thank you,” he replied, turning back to his book. When his eyes lifted again, I knew what he was going to say before he even said it. “Rask, you scared me! Have you been standing there long?”

      I shook my head sadly. “No, not long.”

      “Well, this is a pleasant surprise. What brings you back here? I thought you’d vanished from this place for good.”

      “I have some things to sort out,” I murmured, turning to Kaido. “What’s the matter with him?”

      Kaido sighed, coming to stand beside me. “Sarrask suffered a grave injury to the head while fighting on the front line. A bomb exploded near to where he was walking, and a piece of shrapnel lodged itself in his skull. I managed to rescue him and bring him back here, where I could fix him, and he would be safe. But ever since, he has been suffering from short-term memory loss, though I cannot discover the root cause of the disruption,” he explained. “The wound itself has healed well, and there were no remaining pieces of shrapnel. I got all of them. I have injected several botanical elixirs into his system, to try and highlight the problem, but they show no definite cause.”

      Sarrask lifted his head. “I have short-term memory loss? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I have done so on countless occasions, Sarrask. You just don’t remember. Indeed, it is most perplexing.”

      “When did you tell me? I don’t remember you saying a word about it.”

      Kaido sighed. “That is precisely the problem. You do not remember anything in the short term. That is the very definition of short-term memory loss.”

      He frowned. “Who has short-term memory loss? What are you talking about, Kaido?” His gaze flitted to me. “Riley? Well, this is a pleasant surprise! What brings you back here? I thought you had vanished from Vysanthe for good.”

      I stared at him, not knowing what to say. The situation would have been comical had it not been so deeply sad. To sit there each day, not knowing that he had said something a thousand times already—it was tragic. I wondered how many times he’d read the same line in his geology book, over and over. What made it worse was the strange confusion in Sarrask’s eyes, as though he were vaguely aware that something was amiss but couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      “How much can he remember?” I asked.

      “He can remember everything before I brought him here, but after that… he can’t retain anything else for longer than a minute, or thereabouts. Unfortunately, it is not an exact science.” He glanced at his brother. “I have tried several serums that have extended the length of his memory by a few more minutes, but, as yet, I can’t reinstall his retention.”

      “So, he can remember the war? He knows there’s one going on?”

      Kaido nodded. “He knows about the one between Queen Gianne and Queen Brisha, but he doesn’t know there is another one taking place. He thinks it is the same one.”

      “He doesn’t know about the rebels?”

      “He does not.”

      I approached Sarrask. “What can you tell me about the war?”

      A sadness drifted across his face. “The war? It is more of a massacre than a war.”

      “I want to know about it… if you feel up to talking about it?”

      “We attacked Brisha, but she was ready for us. Her forces were diminished, but it only served to fuel their fire,” he explained, staring into the middle distance. “There were boobytraps everywhere we walked. I watched my comrades get blown to pieces right in front of my eyes, their ashes floating on the breeze around me. I was covered in them by the end of it—flesh, blood, flakes of gray.

      “On cold nights, we gathered in our tents and wondered what we were doing this for. We stared into the eyes of our enemies and saw that they were the same as us. They wanted the same thing as us… peace. But everything is a mess now. I don’t think this planet will ever have peace again, not with the queens locked in constant battle with one another.” He paused, taking a solemn breath. “There were rumors that Brisha had died, but the fighting didn’t stop. Explosives had been set on the approach to Nessun. We were part of the raiding party, ordered to lead a strike on the city. Kaido was there when the bomb went off in my face. He dragged me away, though friends of mine fell. I survived, but they didn’t.”

      One enemy had merely been exchanged for another, the war continuing in an endless cycle. Sarrask could have been talking about the war with the rebels, or any war for that matter. It was all the same destruction and chaos and bloodshed. More than anything, I wanted this war to end—I wanted Vysanthe’s fighting to stop, regardless of who stood on what side. I mean, even though Brisha and her army had sought refuge with Gianne, the civilians of the North were under the control of the rebels now. They weren’t free, and they definitely weren’t part of a peaceful nation. They’d likely been enticed to join the rebellion, been forced to do the rebels’ bidding, or died trying to stand up to them. It painted a devastating picture.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” I murmured.

      He shrugged. “You told me to run, remember? You told me not to go, but I wouldn’t listen. I thought I was fighting for what was right, but now I’m not sure what is right and what is wrong anymore. Everybody seems to be on the losing side.”

      “Still… I’m sorry.”

      He looked at me strangely. “Riley? What are you doing here? I thought you’d vanished from Vysanthe for good.”

      Kaido folded his arms across his chest. “You managed to keep him in the present for a few more minutes than usual. Sometimes, when he fixates on something in particular, that can happen. It does not last, though. As I say, it is extremely vexing to have to repeat the same things over and over again.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sarrask looked as though he were struggling to remember.

      “Nothing, Sarrask,” I said. “I’m going to leave you to your geology.”

      “It is extremely interesting,” he replied, pleased. “Though not everyone thinks it is a proper science, do they, Kaido?”

      “Indeed not. Rocks do not compare to living organisms.”

      Sarrask snorted. “For a supposedly educated coldblood, your idiocy continues to surprise me. I doubt you could build a house, or forge jewels, or burn fuel from a living organism, could you?”

      “I will have you know that fossil fuels do, in fact, come from formerly living organisms,” Kaido contested. “Although they are a primitive means of creating energy, it is no less true.”

      “Riley? What are you doing here? I thought you’d vanished from Vysanthe for good.” The cycle repeated, Sarrask staring at me in surprise.

      It was too sad to witness again. “I’m back for a while. I’ll come and see you again, but I should probably leave you to your geology books.” Without waiting for his response, I left the room, coming to a halt on the landing to catch my breath. He had been through so much in the war, only to end up like this? It didn’t seem fair.

      “It is perplexing, is it not?” Kaido said, following me out.

      “It’s tragic, is what it is.”

      “I suppose some people might view it in that capacity.”

      I looked at him. “Why are you caring for him? He never showed you any kindness.”

      “It does not matter. I understand why he could not show me kindness, because I am not worthy of such things due to my affliction,” he replied, matter-of-factly. “But he is family, Riley. It is my brotherly duty to look after my family if they are in need of help.”

      “You’re a good man, Kaido Idrax. You really are.”

      He flinched. “You are not going to try and embrace me again, are you?”

      “I’m not, you can relax.” I smiled, though inside I felt hollow. How many other soldiers were suffering the way Sarrask was? How many soldiers had never even made it home? How many soldiers were still out there, fighting for peace—an oxymoron, if ever I heard one? It burned me up inside to know that this war was showing no signs of being over. Jareth and his anti-elixir might level the playing field, but then what? Would it lead to even more death? The thought made me shudder. I just hoped one of our group had the solution, tucked secretly away at the back of their mind.

      “Are you coming back in?” Kaido wondered.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think I’m ready.”

      “That is understandable. Sarrask’s condition is very difficult to deal with.”

      “I’ll leave you to it.”

      Leaving Kaido on the landing, I trudged down the stairs to find Nova. Right now, I was in desperate need of my daughter’s cuddles. I wanted to hold her closer than I’d ever held her before, and never let her go.

      Reaching the kitchen, I found Seraphina sitting on the well-worn bench, whispering to my baby girl. Nova was staring at Seraphina with her big, slate eyes, giggling and grasping at the front of her shirt. My friend had changed into some of the spare clothes we’d stored away in the ship, choosing the biggest size we had to fit over her distended belly, and was looking a lot more like herself. She looked up at me with a glowing smile as I approached and sat down beside them.

      “She is beautiful,” she cooed, jiggling Nova’s little hand. “She may be the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

      “Until yours comes along, you mean?” I replied, with a knowing smile.

      “I know I shall adore this child with all my heart.”

      “Do you know what you’re having?”

      Seraphina shook her head. “There was no time to discover the sex of the baby. Gianne threw me in prison before I had the chance to find out. Although, I have my suspicions that it may be a boy,” she explained. “But, whatever it is, I shall love it all the same. I do not mind what I have, as long as it is happy and healthy.”

      I could see how happy she was at the prospect of becoming a mother, but my heart still ached for her. Aurelius was the father, and this baby had no doubt been forced on her by that evil bastard. How could she be so pleased about it all, unfazed by where it had come from?

      “If it’s not a rude question… why did you decide to have the baby now? I know you coldbloods can postpone pregnancy for a long time if you want to. Did Aurelius give you something to keep you from doing that?”

      She smiled tightly. “Yes, Aurelius injected me with something in the first few months of my pregnancy, to stop me from postponing it. But when he went to join Ezra, I was left with a dilemma—I still had time to postpone the pregnancy, or I could continue with it. Believe me, I thought about halting the gestation for a long time, even though it was the only thing standing between me and death. If I’d postponed the pregnancy, Gianne would have executed me.” She paused. “But it wasn’t fear of death that kept me from preventing this little one from coming into this world. It was fear of not knowing them. It was fear of waiting forever to find out who they might become. I know it doesn’t make any sense, considering the torment Aurelius put me through to get here, but I wanted to know this little one and be its mother. As soon as I realized that, I vowed to love this child despite its father.”

      “Rask, you’re a brave woman.” I chuckled, putting an arm around her shoulders. She leaned into my embrace, the three of us girls sharing a moment together.

      “Nice to see you’re picking up the coldblood tongue,” Seraphina commended me. “Anyway, I thought the child might bring a light back into my life. There was a point when it had grown so dark because of Aurelius and his cruelty. I know it seems selfish to want to bring a child into a war-torn nation, out of nothing but my own loneliness and maternal desire, but I must know this little person. I have to find out who they might be.”

      “It’s not selfish at all,” I assured her. “The moment I found out about Nova, I knew I wanted to keep her. Ezra and Aurelius thought they were forcing me to have her, but there was no force necessary. Had the circumstances not been what they were, I would have happily grown her in my belly for nine months and welcomed her arrival. My only regret is that they stole that from me and gave my daughter this addiction in the process—they stopped me from experiencing all those wonderful things that pregnant women talk about, at my own pace, and they hurt my child by doing it. I’ll never forgive them for that.”

      Seraphina had already been briefed on everything that had gone on with us. She knew about the attack on Earth, the Stargazers, what had happened at the rebels’ space station, all of it. Although, nothing had horrified her more than learning about what I had endured on that space station. Now, she looked sad, as though she wished she could fix it somehow.

      She rested her head against mine. “But look at the gift you have been given, in spite of all that.”

      I smiled down at Nova. “I know. I feel like the luckiest woman in the universe. If anything, knowing what we’ve both been through together, it makes me love her more than I ever thought possible.”

      “I think that might be because she is yours—of your body and of your blood.” Seraphina laughed.

      “I suppose I am a bit biased.”

      “Not at all. I imagine I shall be just as besotted with my own! I shall think him or her the most glorious child to ever enter the world, and I won’t have anyone tell me different.”

      The two of us chuckled, the sadness dissipating.

      “She has Navan’s eyes,” I said, taking Nova from Seraphina’s arms.

      She nodded. “But she has your face. Your features are mirrored in hers. And she definitely has your sense of joy. She seems to enjoy laughter above all things—your sense of humor, no doubt, as Navan does not have one.”

      I howled with laughter. “He can be funny when he wants to be… but she does do these hard stares sometimes that crack me up. I can just see Navan doing the same thing, like they both hate everything in the world and are judging it in one brutal look. Like, the kind of look that could make grown men cry. She usually does it when she wants feeding, which, oddly enough, is exactly when Navan does it, too.”

      We collapsed in a fit of hysterics, clinging to each other as we released our laughter, getting more and more raucous as the seconds passed, unable to control it. It felt so good to just giggle with a girlfriend, mocking my beloved husband in the best kind of way.

      Wiping tears from her eyes, Seraphina placed her hand on my arm. “I don’t want to bring down this wonderful tone, my dear friend, but I understand that there shall be many challenges to come for you and the others,” she said. “I just want you to know that I will take care of your little girl while you are away, fulfilling these missions you have been given. It shall be my pride and joy to do that for you.”

      “You know something, Seraphina? You might be the bravest, strongest, most noble woman I have ever met,” I said, overcome with adoration for her. “To me, you’re the very definition of grace and honor.”

      She flushed. “Thank you, Riley, though I assure you I am not.”

      “But you are, and you’re humble, too. After everything you’ve been through, you still believe there’s good in everything. That’s what makes you… well, that’s what makes you so wonderful.” I wasn’t sure whether to tell her the full truth about Orfaio’s prediction, in case it stopped it from coming true. I couldn’t risk that.

      A small smile played upon her lips. “I might not believe there is good in everything, dear Riley, but despite all the hardship we have endured, I do believe there is good to be found in Vysanthe.”

      And that is why you’re the only one who can lead her into the future, I thought, holding my tongue.
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      A short while later, Ronad burst in through the front door, clutching a comms device in his hand. The others had drifted down to the main space, all of us congregated around the table to eat the meager rations that Kaido had stored away. Kaido himself was notably absent, as well as poor Sarrask. There was blood for the Vysantheans, and some dried fruit and seeds for the rest of us. It wasn’t exactly gourmet, but it filled a gap. Plus, we still had the food printer on the ship to use when we needed it. Ronad beamed at the group, plonking himself down on the bench opposite, brandishing the device as though it were the most precious thing in the universe.

      “What’s got you in such a good mood?” I asked.

      “I’ve been doing some cyber-digging,” he said proudly. “I’ve managed to track down this Nisha from the fighting pits. As fortune would have it, she’s now working at Gianne’s palace as a guard.”

      Jareth smiled. “Very fortunate indeed,” he mused. “There are several ingredients that Navan and I require for the anti-elixir, and I know for certain there are some in the palace alchemy labs. If we must head there, it shall be fortuitous for all of us.”

      “You aren’t worried Gianne will lock you up again the moment she sees you?” Bashrik muttered.

      “If she sees me, dear boy,” he replied casually. “I presume you do not plan to charge in there, guns blazing? That would be very foolish indeed.”

      Lauren looked pensive. “He’s right. We can’t rely on Stone to freeze everyone, because as soon as he looks away they’ll come after us.”

      “Aye, it’d be worth our while to break into this palace the same way we wangled our way into the prison—best not to attract too much attention, if ye catch me drift?” Stone agreed.

      “You humans really are fascinating,” Jareth said, glancing at Lauren before turning to Stone with curiosity. “And you… well, you are remarkable in your own right. I was certain our species destroyed yours a long time ago, yet here you are, alive and well. The last of your kind, I would wager?”

      The ambaka grinned. “Doubt I’ve been called remarkable in all me born days, old man Idrax, but I’ll take it. And aye, if ye must know, your lot left me as a one o’ a kind sort o’ deal.”

      “No hard feelings, I trust?”

      “Ain’t no use in bearin’ grudges. Won’t change ought or bring ‘em back now, will it?”

      “No… indeed.”

      So, infiltrating Gianne’s palace was a way to kill two birds with one stone. We could find Nisha and try to convince her to join our cause, and we could find the ingredients needed for the anti-elixir. The pieces were definitely coming together now. Although, it wasn’t going to be an easy task, getting inside the palace without anyone discovering us. We’d need to be even stealthier than we’d been at the prison.

      “Sneakiness is paramount,” Ronad said. “We can’t have everyone going in there—it’ll have to be a necessary-personnel-only kind of thing. For my part, I can use the comms devices and hack into multiple palace systems to help you navigate the floorplan from afar—cameras, floorplans, audio, satellites, infrared, you name it. Time to put my special ops training to good use. Think of me as the guiding voice in your ears.”

      Jareth shot him a look. “I can navigate the palace quite well on my own, thank you very much.”

      “Not with a bunch of guards everywhere, you can’t. I can keep you from running into anyone who might throw you back in your little sky cell.” He held Jareth’s gaze. “Besides, there’s no way in hell you’re going on this mission. You’re too much of a liability.”

      “How dare you!”

      Ronad shrugged. “It’s the truth. Right, guys?”

      A murmur of agreement rippled around the group.

      “Then I hope you know what you are doing,” Jareth muttered sourly.

      Navan stepped in before anything could turn nasty. “Ronad’s got a point about the guards in the palace. We need to know where all the soldiers are, at all times, to stop this from going south real fast,” he conceded. “I know you know your way around, Father, but there will be much less risk without you wandering the halls. Everyone knows your face, and we can’t risk losing the only person who might be able to make the anti-elixir. Anyway, this whole thing will probably be easier with an eye in the sky, so to speak. You can use your knowledge to help Ronad out from here, by listening to the feed and leading the group to the ingredients.”

      Neither Ronad nor Jareth appeared to be particularly happy about having to work together, the two of them refusing to look at one another.

      “And I’ll be no use to you with my hands like this,” Angie complained, lifting her blistered palms. They were red, raw and weeping, though Kaido had done his best with poultices and ointments. They were looking a lot better, but they still weren’t healed.

      “And I shall remain behind with Nova, to take care of her in your absence,” Seraphina chimed in.

      Stone nodded. “Aye, well, I don’t mind gettin’ me hands a little dirty. Happy to lead the charge, just say the word. I mean, ye know I’ve got me freezin’ trick to keep us out of some bother. Not sayin’ it’ll protect us all the way through, but it’s better than nought.”

      “And I have my staff,” Lauren added. “I can help fight if we need to, and I’m pretty good at being sneaky, thanks to Stone.”

      He beamed with pride. “That’s me lass.”

      “I’ll join you,” Bashrik said, though he gave no further explanation. Presumably, as with everything else since we’d left Aeon, this insistence had something to do with Orfaio’s cryptic messages.

      I nodded. “I’m coming too, if that’s okay.” I looked to Bashrik for some kind of confirmation. His silence spoke volumes.

      “Naturally, I’ll be coming along as well,” Navan said. “I can fight, and I know my way around the alchemy labs.”

      Immediately, Bashrik’s expression changed. “No… no, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Navan. I think you should sit this one out—stay behind and help Father with the anti-elixir prep and assist Ronad through the feed.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Navan countered. “If Riley’s going on this mission, there’s no way I’m staying here, twiddling my thumbs. No offense, Ronad.”

      “None taken.”

      Bashrik sighed. “I thought you might argue with me, but it really isn’t a good idea for you to go on this particular mission. Just stay behind, this once, for Rask’s sake. Riley will be fine on her own. She’s got the rest of us watching out for her, not that she needs it. The two of you went through the same training, remember?”

      “I don’t care if we had the same training; I want to be there to protect her if anything happens. You’re walking straight into enemy territory, in a palace infested with guards. You must be mad if you think I’m not going! Nothing will keep me away.”

      “Navan, you have to stay here.”

      “Why, because that Stargazer said so?”

      Bashrik was chastened. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      “Well, it’s pretty freaking obvious that’s why you don’t want me to go, and frankly I think it’s a load of crap. I hate that Stargazer’s stupid, cryptic advice. He said they were possible outcomes, not definite ones. What does it matter if I come along for this one? Is it really going to change that much?”

      “You want to risk that?”

      Navan growled. “This is ridiculous!”

      “Listen, Brother, I’m not big on mysticism myself, but it hasn’t failed us so far. Maybe, just maybe, Orfaio’s advice is worth following.” Bashrik looked to his brother in exasperation. “I hate to say this, Navan, but this is bigger than all of us. It’s not about your feelings, or Riley’s feelings, or any of our feelings on certain things—it’s about doing what we were told, for the sake of everyone. Now, stop being a selfish son of a frostfang and stay behind. Riley will be just fine.”

      “You’ve seen that, have you?” Navan snapped bitterly.

      “I couldn’t tell you even if I had.”

      I put my arm around Navan’s waist. “I know you want to look after me, but I can take care of myself. I promise I’ll come back to you in one piece. I promise. Nova is here, and you are here—I wouldn’t put myself in danger if I didn’t think I could make it out again.” Not for the first time, I had the uncomfortable feeling that I was somehow at the center of the Stargazer’s “bigger picture.” I hadn’t been given any kind of vision into this mission, and none of it had anything to do with what I’d been told. With a shudder of understanding, I knew I had to be part of what the others had been gifted.

      “You can’t make that kind of promise,” he said sadly. “I’d like to believe it, but you’ve got no way of knowing. Unless… unless you do have a way of knowing?” His expression was so hopeful. I hated having to disappoint him.

      “I know as much as anyone else,” I replied, after a pause.

      He looked crestfallen. “Who is going to lead you to the ingredients, then? You’ll have nobody with you who knows a detailed layout.”

      “It’s like you said, an eye in the sky is probably our best bet. Ronad knows what he’s doing,” I comforted him.

      “Plus, I think you’re forgetting something,” Bashrik said coolly.

      Navan frowned. “What?”

      “I designed the place.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, we had a plan. Stone, Bashrik, Lauren, and I were going to be the ones to sneak into the palace under Ronad’s careful instruction. He had already gone to the ship and brought back earpieces for us all, fitting them neatly in our ears and testing the microphone to make sure we could hear him. In the meantime, Ronad would stay on the ship and help navigate, while Seraphina, Kaido, Angie, and Sarrask remained behind at the house. Navan and Jareth were also going to be staying at the house, listening to the feed coming from Ronad’s ship and helping wherever they could. They had preparations for the anti-elixir to worry about, but they also knew the alchemy labs better than anyone—it would be worthwhile to have them where they could hear us.

      I could see that Navan was struggling with the dynamic as we prepared to leave. We’d decided to wear the flight suits again, just in case we needed to vibrate anything into submission, though I made a mental note not to let anyone use the laser cutter in case they ended up with singed hands. Lauren looked like a badass ninja in hers, and I could tell Stone approved, his eyes bugging out as he gazed at her.

      “Hope ye weren’t plannin’ on any bairns, Bash,” Stone teased, drawing his attention away. “These suits’ll squish yer knackers into mush.”

      Bashrik writhed in discomfort, tugging at the neck of the rubber suit. “We couldn’t have stolen a bunch of invisibility suits? It had to be these ones?”

      “Aye, well, yer plums wouldn’t have fared much better in them invisibility ones neither.” Stone chuckled, making the rest of us smile. It was nice to be able to laugh through the tension of what was to come. The only face that wasn’t laughing, however, was Navan’s.

      I walked over to him, taking his hand and leading him into the lounge, away from the others. With all the plants vying for space, a strange, earthy scent filled the room. Ignoring it, I slid my arms around my husband’s waist and looked up into his eyes, forcing him to look back.

      “I know you don’t like this, but we have to follow Orfaio’s advice,” I said softly. “If this leads to the best possible outcome, then it will all be worth it. I know it doesn’t seem like that now, and I know you’re worried about me, but I’m a tough cookie. I’ll be okay. I just need to know that you’re going to be okay. Otherwise, I can’t set foot out that door.”

      He gazed into my eyes, lifting my chin up with his fingertips. “I love you, Riley Idrax. I can’t bear the thought of anything happening to you.”

      “And I love you, more than anything in the world. You and Nova are everything to me. You’re going to have to trust me on this one.”

      He gave a resigned sigh. “I know I have to stay behind. It’s just eating me up inside.”

      “Distract yourself with the anti-elixir,” I urged. “That might be the key to fixing this whole mess. Imagine it—a world free of constant warfare, where Nova can come and not be terrified that she’s going to get shot at or blown up. If you can’t see a bigger picture, that’s okay—I know how difficult it is to sift through Orfaio’s cryptic nonsense—but focus on her instead. Focus on her future.”

      “See, that is why I love you,” he said, and my body melted into his. “You always know how to talk me down, even when I’m being a stubborn ass.”

      I chuckled. “That’s because you’re always a stubborn ass.”

      “Cheeky.”

      I held on to him tightly, relishing the feel of his body so close to mine. I knew there wasn’t time for us to do what I had in mind, but being wrapped in his arms was almost as comforting. It was enough for now, at least.

      “I’ll dive deeper into the anti-elixir research while you’re gone,” he promised, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’ll have to go through every memory of my apprenticeship and write down what I can recall, to see if anything jumps out at me, but there might be something I can use, buried away in this head of mine.”

      I grimaced, squeezing him tighter. “I’m sorry you have to remember it all.”

      “Everything we’re doing here is for a better future, right? Sometimes, that means delving into the past, to fix what is to come.” He took a faltering breath. “Besides, it’s about time I put those ghosts to rest, once and for all. They deserve to be remembered. If I can, I will spend a moment recalling each one, and seek their forgiveness in the hopes of bringing peace to Vysanthe.”

      “I think that would be good, not just for you, but for them,” I said, tears pricking my eyes. He had been through so much, and done so much, in his relatively short years. The regret and the guilt weighed heavy on his strong shoulders, no matter how much he tried to convince me otherwise. Now, he might finally have a chance to start again, to make amends for all the wrongdoings in his life. Jareth was likely too far gone, but it was not too late for Navan.

      “I want to create that future for our daughter,” he whispered, his hands cupping my face. I gazed up into his eyes, losing myself in the slate pools.

      “You are the bravest man I know for doing this,” I murmured. “I love you so much.”

      “I will always love you more.” He smiled as he dipped his head, his lips grazing mine. A ripple of explosive energy bristled through every nerve and cell as they touched, setting my body alight. I looped my arms around his neck and held on tight, our mouths moving in perfect sync, hungry and sensual. His hands slid across my spine, pulling me closer. I lost all sense of space and time, surrendering to his embrace.

      In that moment, I truly believed in both of us wiping the slate of our pasts clean. This was a vision of another kind. In his arms, I got the sense that we were standing at the beginning of something incredible, he and I, our kiss feeling exactly like the first time.
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      “Okay, you should be at the edge of the palace walls. Nisha’s guard post isn’t far. You need to climb the walls and get down into the inner courtyard. It’s just ahead of you, on the other side of the battlements,” Ronad said, his tinny voice chiming in my ear. Bashrik, Lauren, and Stone stood beside me, Lauren’s staff strapped across her back. Bashrik was armed with a gun on each hip, while I had my bandolier across my body.

      “Did you set our suits to cling to stone?” I asked.

      “Affirmative.”

      “Grand to feel so popular,” Stone joked.

      “Okay then, looks like we’re going over this thing,” I said, steeling myself. Cautiously, the four of us approached the wall and held our palms up. With a tug, our bodies flattened to the stone façade. I had visions of us falling from the top, the suits somehow failing, but there was no time for hesitation.

      Slowly, we climbed like lizards up the side of the wall, reaching the top within a few minutes. We paused there, glancing along the battlements for any guards that might come along. Ronad hadn’t mentioned any, which I hoped meant we were safe. Scurrying along the walkway, we paused at the opposite edge. A large, shaded courtyard sat below us, just as Ronad had said. To reach it, we’d have to shimmy down the inside wall until we hit the ground.

      “We can see the courtyard,” Bashrik whispered.

      “Okay, just hold tight for a moment,” Ronad replied, the transmission crackling. “There’s a guard coming through the doorway to the left, below you. Let them pass, then you can climb down.”

      “Are there any guards up here, on the wall?” Lauren asked.

      “There are some on the walls around you, but if you keep low they won’t be able to see you.”

      We crouched down, peering into the space below us. Sure enough, a figure emerged from the shadows of the cloistered courtyard, making his way across the smooth flagstones at a leisurely pace. He was dressed in the red and black of Gianne’s flag, though I couldn’t make out his badge to figure out what kind of guard he was.

      Bashrik stiffened beside me, a look of panic taking hold of his face. “No way… not now.”

      “What’s wrong?” I hissed.

      He gestured to the man. “That’s Harko.”

      The name sounded familiar.

      “My brother, Harko,” he went on. “The one in weapons manufacturing. That’s him!”

      I turned to look at the guy walking across the wide courtyard. There was definitely a family resemblance, now that it had been pointed out. He had the same strong features and the same imposing build as the other Idrax brothers, though there was a relaxed quality to his demeanor that made him stand out. He didn’t look much older than Navan, with a quirky mop of curly dark hair, shaved into a mohawk. I couldn’t see the color of his eyes, but the genetics were definitely there.

      “Is he particularly loyal to Gianne?”

      Bashrik shrugged. “He’s not the kind of person who cares much for that kind of thing. Out of all of us, he’s definitely the most easygoing. He likes weapons, women, and anything dangerous. That’s about it—the rest depends on what he feels like at any given moment. He’s always been that way.”

      “Do you think he’d make a good addition to our citizen task force?”

      “I might be able to convince him to join,” Bashrik replied. “We were always close as kids. When Navan was out with Ronad, Harko and I used to get up to mischief. Like I say, he loves anything dangerous. He was always divebombing off mountains and swimming in snapjaw-infested lakes. Usually to try and impress some girl, but also for his own amusement.”

      “Snapjaws?” Lauren chimed in.

      “Massive, prehistoric water beasts with teeth the size of saber blades,” he explained. “They swim in icy mountain lakes and sneak up on their prey. It takes a skilled swimmer to evade one. Naturally, Harko liked to push the limits. Almost lost a leg once, though he punched the beast in the eye to make it let go.”

      “Sounds like a rare kind o’ lad,” Stone said, sounding impressed.

      “Did you say Harko is there?” Ronad rattled in our ears.

      “He’s the one in the courtyard,” Bashrik replied.

      A grumble echoed through. “I’m not sure he’d be the most reliable ally.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “His attention span isn’t great,” Ronad explained. “I don’t know him as well as Navan and Bashrik, but I know enough. The guy is a total adrenaline junkie. He’d be more likely to get us in trouble, trying to do something wild, than help us out.”

      Bashrik seemed unconvinced. “I don’t know… I think it might be worth a try. He might see this as the right kind of challenge, something to test his limits, if I can word it right.”

      “Hey, you know him better than I do. If you think he might be good for us, go ahead.”

      Harko had paused in the middle of the courtyard, sitting down on a stone bench to stretch his legs. There was a small pond in the center, those eerie skeleton fish swimming around beneath the glinting surface. He watched them closely, sliding down off the bench to shuffle up to the water’s edge. Pulling up his sleeve, he trailed his hand in the water, creating a splash to attract the fish.

      “You see what I mean?” Bashrik sighed. “Those things will bite his finger off, but he doesn’t care.”

      I frowned. “How can we get his attention?”

      “There’s a storage room at the side of the courtyard. If you can pull him in there, you can speak in private, without anyone spotting you from the battlements,” Ronad said. “You’ll have to create a diversion or something, so you can climb down the wall and get into the cloisters before he sees you. Then, when his back is turned, you can grab him. He might not know who you are from afar, Bashrik, and the last thing we want is him calling for the guards.”

      “Ye want me to freeze him?” Stone asked.

      Bashrik shook his head. “We need to get him into the cloisters if we can, so nobody sees us.”

      “I have an idea,” I whispered, edging closer to the wall.

      Removing a knife from my bandolier, I reached back and flung it forward with all the strength in my arm. It hit the farthest side of the courtyard with a loud twang, the blade lodging in the stone. Harko whirled around at the sound, scrambling to his feet. Reaching for the pistol on his hip, he stalked toward the spot where the knife had hit home.

      “Now!” I hissed. The four of us vaulted over the battlement and hurried down the interior wall. Reaching the ground, each of us blended into the shadows of the cloisters just as Harko reached the knife. Leading the way, Bashrik stalked toward his brother, keeping to the darkness. I had hit the wall closest to the cloistered walkway, giving us the right kind of cover to jump out and grab him. There were pillars we could hide behind, the very last one barely a foot from where Harko stood, studying the blade. Behind me, Lauren stayed by the storage room door, holding it open.

      Tucking himself behind that last pillar, Bashrik waited a second before lunging at his brother. The two men wrestled, and Bashrik clamped his hand down on Harko’s mouth, stopping him from calling out. Sprinting to Bashrik’s aid, I turned Harko’s wrist using an Aksavdo move and yanked the gun from his hand, shoving it into the belt of my bandolier. With Stone’s help, the three of us hauled the feisty coldblood toward the storage room and bundled him inside. He definitely had the Idrax strength, and all of us were panting heavily by the time we got him into the room. Before the door could close, I darted back out and took the knife from the wall, not wanting to leave any evidence behind.

      Automatic lights blinked on, illuminating the storage room with a sickly yellow glow. Stone removed his bandana, freezing Harko in place as Bashrik released him. The coldblood looked surprised, his eyes glinting with recognition once Bashrik was standing in front of him.

      “Sorry to have to do this to you, Brother,” he said, “but if you make a sound or call for any guards, I’m going to have to get my friend here to freeze you again. Blink twice if you understand.”

      Harko blinked twice.

      Bashrik nodded to Stone. “You can let him go.”

      “Bash, you renegade!” Harko whooped happily, when Stone released him.

      “Not so loud!” Bashrik hissed.

      Harko grinned. “Sorry, bro, I’m just majorly hyped to see you again. Rask, it’s been forever! Where’ve you been hiding, you rogue? I never expected you to be the one sticking it to the man. Always thought that’d fall to me, y’know? But here I am, bro, paying my dues and all that.” He chuckled to himself. “Ah, blood, do you remember that trip we took to the Ferazon Mountains, hunting for that red frostfang? I’m convinced Jalon Everal fed me some bare lies there, man. Doubt it’s even a real thing.”

      “Yes, I remember that trip. I was sick for weeks after getting bitten. Anyway, Harko, there is way too much to tell you right now, but I’ll explain the whole thing once we have more time,” Bashrik promised.

      “Where’d you pick up these weirdos?” Harko took a closer look at us. “Not even sure what you all are. You Tiburonians? I met a Tiburonian once. Blood, they’ve been through some nasty stuff. Poor guys. You’ve got to feel sorry for them. Is that what you are? Or are you something else? I don’t know that much about races and all that. Blood, that red frostfang, though! Wish I could’ve found it—would’ve been something to tell the guys. Would definitely have wiped the smirk off Jalon Everal’s face, anyway.” He talked a mile a minute, flipping from one subject to another in quick succession.

      “Harko, I need you to focus,” Bashrik chided him.

      “Wait, I know you!” He pointed at me. “You’re the sad one from my brother’s wedding… well, the one that didn’t happen. Rask, that was a mess. Not the worst wedding I’ve ever been to, though. At least the bride showed up! Might not have married the right guy, but hey, these things happen. Feel sorry for ‘Phina though. She got the raw end of the deal, right?”

      Bashrik sighed. “Harko!”

      “Of course, not sure my brother would’ve been much better. Sour as widgety-berries is that one, and just as toxic,” Harko muttered. “Bet she wishes she’d picked a different family, right, Bash? Nothing good can ever come of marrying an Idrax. Everyone knows that. It’s why I keep myself free and easy, single as the day is long. Not that I don’t get my head turned. I mean, I still don’t know what the hell you are, but the two of you are gorgeous!” He winked at Lauren and me, and the two of us exchanged an amused look.

      Stone moved closer to Lauren and slipped his hand around her waist, making Harko smirk.

      “I see how it is. Apologies, my blood,” he said, turning to me. “How about you? You attached?”

      “I am.” I could almost feel my husband seething at the feed, back at the house. Every part of me wanted to say I was married to Navan, but something held me back—there didn’t seem to be much fondness between Harko and Navan. If we wanted to win him over to our side, it seemed to be in our best interests not to say anything about it. Suddenly, I felt glad that Navan wasn’t with us. This might have gone very differently if he were, though I had no idea what kind of bad blood separated them.

      Harko grinned. “That’s a real shame.”

      “Harko, there’s something we need to ask you,” Bashrik urged, trying to set the conversation back on track.

      “You have my undivided attention, bro!”

      “I doubt that very much,” Bashrik murmured. “Anyway, we were wondering if you might like to have a little family reunion.”

      “Not another wedding! One laughable ceremony is enough to last me a couple of years.”

      “No, not another wedding. We’ve sprung Father out of prison.”

      Harko whistled. “Damn, Bash, when did you grow such enormous balls?”

      Stone chuckled. “I’m startin’ to like this one.” Truth be told, I was too. The only problem was, I didn’t know how much we could trust him. He seemed to have some loyalty toward his family, but, if we told him everything that had happened, there was nothing to stop him from running off to the queens with all the information. He didn’t owe us anything.

      Unbidden, Kaido’s words came back to me: “But he is family, Riley. It is my brotherly duty to look after my family if they are in need of help.” Right now, Harko’s family was in need of help. Navan, Bashrik, Jareth… they all needed this task force to be a success. I had to hope that Harko’s morals were close enough to Kaido’s.

      “Why did you break him out?” Harko wondered, with genuine interest.

      “Long story,” Bashrik replied, before launching into the basis of what we had endured. There were a few points he skipped past, like the Stargazers and Nova, but he told Harko of the immortality elixir, and the rebels, and what we were doing to fight against them. He explained all about the anti-elixir, and why were in the palace—to speak with Nisha and to steal some ingredients. “You see, we’re going to need people to administer the anti-elixir when it’s ready. For that, we want to create a citizens’ task force, a group of people who believe in the future of Vysanthe and want a fairer leadership, to ensure peace reigns across our planet. A government, so to speak. Leadership that’s of the people, for the people.”

      A mischievous grin flickered across Harko’s lips. “Rask, bro, did you come along at the right time! I’ve been looking for an excuse to blow this tired-ass job at the palace for ages, but with Gianne lopping off heads left, right, and center, I didn’t feel like losing mine, y’know? Wouldn’t look too pretty stuck up on a pike, rotting in the sun.” He shuddered dramatically. “So yeah, I’ll help you out. What are brothers for? Anyway, I probably owe you big for that vandigrade trap you stepped into. Do you remember? I told you there was a naked girl in those bushes, and off you went. I had to cut your pants off when that thing trapped you, and you had to run home naked! I’ll never forget the look on your face!” He howled with laughter, Bashrik wincing with embarrassment. Ronad was cackling away in our earpieces, and somewhere in Sarrask’s chocolate-box cottage, I knew Angie would be sensing a missed opportunity for mockery.

      “Can we please stay on topic?” Bashrik begged. “And please, no more stories. My ego can’t take it.”

      “But I have so many!”

      “Aye, and I think we’d be right interested to hear more o’ them,” Stone chirped.

      Bashrik narrowed his eyes. “No. More. Stories.”

      “Ach, yer a killjoy, Bash.”

      “What about Nisha?” I asked, wanting to relieve Bashrik of his embarrassment. “Do you know where we can find her, Harko?”

      He nodded. “She’s easy to find. Just look for all the puny coldblood guards running for their lives,” he joked. “They’re all terrified of her. Ah, blood, I remember when she first came here to join the ranks, and all the guys were acting big and tough, whistling at her and stuff. She challenged one of them to arm wrestle and damn near broke his hand off! There was no messing with her after that, let me tell you.”

      “Harko, where is she?”

      “Oh… she’s guarding a room of test subjects on one of the lower floors. Like I say, easy to find.”

      Lauren and I exchanged a look of mutual anger. Humans had been taken from Earth by Gianne’s ships, and I was willing to bet that those humans were being kept in that room. Even now, even after the race for the immortality elixir had already been won, it looked like the queens were still trying to create their own version. Rage flickered inside my chest.

      “Okay, then we go there,” Lauren said sharply. “We also need to get to the alchemy labs so we can collect the ingredients for Jareth. Are they close to one another?”

      “They’re nearby,” Ronad’s voice crackled through our earpieces.

      Harko nodded. “Yeah, not too far. Did I do something to annoy you?”

      “Not you, per se,” Lauren replied.

      “Hey, the name’s Harko, not Percy,” he joked. Lauren shot him a withering look that silenced him immediately. She really had become the queen of badassery, and I loved her for it. It looked like Stone did too, a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips.

      “Shall we go?” Bashrik asked, moving toward the door.

      “No time like the present.” Harko leapt to his feet, shaking off Lauren’s glare. The boy was tenacious, I had to give him that.

      With him leading the way, and Ronad warning us of oncoming guards, we made our way safely down belowground. The network of hallways and tunnels was mindboggling, making me feel like I needed a ball of yarn to get back out again, Theseus-style. Every corridor looked the same, drenched in dingy lights that flickered ominously. There were doorways branching off from every angle, though Harko breezed past them all, leading us farther and farther down into the subterranean depths of Gianne’s palace.

      “Not far now,” he whispered, taking us down a narrow hallway. Pausing for a moment, he pointed toward the very end of the corridor. “It’s just around that bend.”

      Before we could take another step forward, every single one of us froze. Two familiar voices were chattering up ahead, the sound echoing off the walls until it felt like we were surrounded. The queens were coming, and we had nowhere to hide.
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      “Ronad, we need a place to hide,” I whispered. “Now!”

      “Crap, they came out of nowhere,” he muttered in my ear. “Okay, there’s an empty room to your left. If you sneak in there, you can let them go past.”

      I turned to a warped wooden door directly beside us. Turning the handle as quietly as possible, I pushed open the door, ushering everyone inside. It was a bedchamber of some description, though it didn’t look like it had been used in months. A blanket of dust had settled over every surface, and the air was hot and stuffy. Keeping the door open just a crack, I peered out, waiting for the queens to pass by.

      “If we stay here, hiding like cowards, that gives Ezra and his band of cretins more time to come up with an antidote to the sleeping mist,” Brisha insisted, her tone frustrated. “At this current moment in time, that mist is the only thing keeping the frostfangs from our door.”

      “Yes, but if we go on the attack with our diminished forces, we are as good as dead,” Gianne replied tersely. “Have you forgotten that these ingrates are currently immortal? Did that small fact slip your mind?”

      “No, of course it did not, as you well know. I am aware of their newfound resistance to death, but they will attack us in due course. This mist will not hold them forever, Sister. And once they discover a means of avoiding it, they will charge at us with nothing but murder on their minds. Ezra does not want us captured, Gianne—he wants us dead. He wants to take up our position, and he will never be able to do so as long as one of us remains alive.”

      Gianne snorted. “I am certain he can be bargained with.”

      “Then you are a greater fool than I gave you credit for. He will never permit us to live. If anything, he shall make an example of us, to keep any royalists from rising up against him. You realize this is all that maggot’s fault, don’t you?”

      “On one thing, at least, we can agree,” Gianne replied. “I should never have trusted Aurelius. Everyone at court told me there was something deceitful about him, but I could not see it.”

      “I have been in such a position before.” A sad note tinged Brisha’s words.

      Pandora, I thought.

      “Anyway, I believe an offensive strike may be our only chance of utilizing this advantage,” Brisha went on. “Our soldiers have already placed countless rebels in the sleeping chambers, so their numbers must also be diminished. It may be our only chance to gain back ground.”

      “Diminished numbers bear no relevance when the army is immortal, Brisha. I do not think you fully comprehend the meaning of the word!” Gianne sniped. “They could have a handful of fighters and still make a dent in our forces. They could face a barrage of artillery and walk away from it as though nothing had happened.”

      Brisha grumbled. “I am aware of that, Gianne. What I am trying to say to you is, if we remain here, doing nothing, sitting on our royal behinds, then we shall never progress in this war. The rebels shall swarm down upon us, once they no longer fear the sleeping mist, and they shall kill us in our beds.”

      “Since when are you on the side of violence? I had expected you to agree with me on this, considering it is your usual means of doing things—hiding behind defenses.”

      “I understand these rebels better than you, that is all. I know that staying here will not be of any benefit, though I am loathe to cause any further bloodshed,” she explained. “Alas, in this situation, I cannot see an alternative. Ezra has left us with no choice but to attack him. Aurelius, too.”

      “I am so looking forward to getting my hands on that ungrateful worm. His shall be the last head to adorn my palace walls; you can assure yourself of that.”

      Brisha sighed. “I really wish you would take those ghastly things down. They do very little for military morale.”

      “I beg to differ. I believe they remind the soldiers of what they may face if they try to desert.”

      “Well, I think they are more likely to desert from seeing what you might do to them.”

      Gianne laughed. “You have always been much too soft, dear Sister.”

      “Says the woman who does not wish to attack these rebels.”

      “Defense is the best form of offense.”

      Brisha groaned. “That is nonsense, Gianne, and you know it. Has somebody been leaving inspirational quotes around for you again?”

      “Oh, hush, you know I am right. I can hear it in your voice.”

      “Gianne, this sleeping mist will not last. It cannot last. Already, we are running out,” Brisha said earnestly. “We must find another means of gaining back the upper hand, and if that means attacking the rebels head-on, right there on the battlefield, then we have to be ready.”

      “But why fight with entire armies when we can simply send a strike force to steal the elixir? We can remain here, defending our territory, while our soldiers retrieve a sample that we can emulate.”

      “Wait… I think I have a better idea,” Brisha said, her tone hushed.

      Gianne sighed. “Of course you do. You always have to go one better than me, don’t you?”

      “I think you will like this plan, Sister.” She paused. “The samples will be too heavily guarded. Instead, we ought to steal the alchemist who created it. He can replicate the formula for us and administer it to the populace. That way, Ezra and his rebels lose any advantage over us.”

      A gasp escaped from Gianne’s lips. “Yes… that Idrax fellow. Not the one who betrayed me, the other one. I forget his name.”

      “Lazar Idrax,” Brisha chimed in. “If we get our hands on him, we get our hands on the elixir’s formula.”

      A shudder ran up my spine at the thought of two immortal armies. The queens’ voices faded, the hallway taking them around the corner and out of sight. Releasing a breath I didn’t even know I was holding, I turned to the others. Harko appeared unfazed, but the others looked exactly the way I felt… terrified of the turn this war might take.

      “Is the coast clear?” Bashrik asked.

      I peered out into the corridor, listening for the queens’ voices. “I think so. Ronad?”

      “There is one figure in a room at the top end of the hallway, but they don’t seem to be moving. If you’re quick and you’re quiet, you should be fine.”

      “Thanks, Ronad.”

      Carefully, we opened the door wide and stepped back out into the corridor. I was still paranoid that the queens were going to come back at any moment, my gaze turned over my shoulder, just in case. Bashrik stood at the front of our group, all of us moving stealthily along the hallway. We kept our eyes peeled for Nisha, praying we wouldn’t bump into anyone else before we reached her.

      We found her a short distance away, up two more corridors. She was standing on the threshold of a cell, speaking with someone distinctly human, who was peering through the grate in the door. He sank back into the shadows as we approached, giving me the feeling that she wasn’t supposed to be talking to him. Then again, Nisha wasn’t exactly the kind of woman to do what she was told. I remembered that much from our last encounter. Honestly, she hadn’t changed one bit. She looked as grizzled as ever, standing over six feet, with scars crisscrossing her broad face, her muscular arms bulging out of a Southern Vysanthean uniform.

      Her eyes turned toward me, widening in surprise, while a nearly toothless smile spread across her mouth. “Ah, so the true rebellion has finally come, has it?”

      “Anyone would think you were expecting us,” I said, reaching out to shake Nisha’s hand. With a hearty chuckle that rumbled through her chest into mine, she pulled me into a tight embrace, clapping me so hard on the back I thought my teeth might fall out.

      Releasing me, she kept one hand on my shoulder. “Oh, I have been expecting you for a long time now,” she admitted. “Come in here, where we can speak more privately.” She gestured for us to follow her into one of the rooms opposite, though she stood in front of the door and kept it ajar, listening out for anyone who might be passing. The room was simple and bare, with a bed and a desk, and not much else. I presumed this was her guardroom, where she slept between shifts.

      “You were saying?” I urged.

      “Ever since that day at the fighting pits, when you and Navan came along to use the mountain pass, I’ve lived in hope of a better future on the horizon. I didn’t expect an all-out war, to be honest with you, but you left change in the air that day.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “I haven’t been idle, either,” she insisted. “After you left, it got me to thinking. If I wanted to see something happen, I realized I was going to have to get the ball rolling myself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She grinned. “It might sound weird, but it’s easier to move around unseen during times of war,” she explained. “Letters can reach folks they ordinarily wouldn’t, and people are more inclined toward rebellion. Not everyone agrees with either side.”

      “You’ve sided with the rebels?” My heart jumped into my throat.

      She snorted. “Behave! As if I would side with those scumsuckers. No, I’ve been making connections of my own, forging an underground network of contacts who think the same way I do and want the same things I want. Our goal is to find a way to stop this never-ending cycle of war, once and for all,” she said quietly. “We call ourselves the Defiance. Nice name, right?”

      I nodded. “Very nice.”

      “Has the Defiance made any strikes on the crown or the rebels? Have you made any progression in stopping the war?” Bashrik wanted to know.

      “Bashrik, right?” Nisha gave him a onceover, her eyes narrowing. “Navan’s brother?”

      “How do you—”

      She snickered. “I told you, I have contacts. In answer to your question, no, we have yet to make our first move on either the crown or the rebels. In fact, we’re considering leaving this place altogether and setting up a colony on a vacant planet somewhere, letting the queens and rebels fight over Vysanthe until there’s nothing left but rubble and dust, with a throne of death to sit on.”

      “Well, how about you hold off on moving planets for a while?” I suggested, with a conspiratorial smile.

      “You got an alternative for me?”

      “First of all, we’re going to put an end to this immortality stuff by creating an anti-elixir,” I explained. “It’s one of the reasons we’re here in the palace, to steal some ingredients. Once a successful anti-elixir has been made, we’re going to need a lot of people to administer it to the rebels. I was hoping that might be where you come in, if you’re interested.”

      She tapped her sizeable chin. “A task force of sorts?”

      “Precisely!”

      “So, the rebels will be mortal again?”

      I nodded. “After that, you can start your colony elsewhere, or you can continue to help us and see where this planet might end up. I’ve got some really high hopes that things might turn out better than we could ever have expected.” Xiphio’s words about Seraphina entered my mind, spurring me on. If she could lead this planet to peace… man, Vysanthe might actually stand a chance.

      “Is that so?”

      “I have a few ideas in mind, though they’re in the brewing stages right now.”

      “Well, you just let me know when they’re ready to pour and I’ll see what I can do,” Nisha replied, clapping me on the back again. I jolted forward, almost losing my balance. Much more of this, and I was going to end up having an embolism.

      “Will do.” I cast her a nervous glance. “Does this mean you’ll help us?”

      “You’re damn right I will. I believe everything happens for a reason, Riley. You turning up at the fighting pits that day was no coincidence. If you think there’s a way to fix this, my contacts and I will follow you to the ends of the universe.”

      Bashrik made a show of looking at the door. “We’re very glad of your help, Nisha, but we need to move fast on this ingredient grab.”

      “Yeah, with the queens and guards wandering around, we don’t exactly have time on our side,” I added. “If anyone finds us, our plans will be ruined. The queens are determined to have the elixir for themselves. If they know we’re trying to reverse its power, they’ll destroy us.”

      Lauren nodded. “They’ll end up with an immortal army of their own, and you know what that means. A truly endless cycle of war. The fighting will never stop because nobody will ever die, and all the innocents will end up caught in the crossfire.”

      Nisha furrowed her brow. “That is a fate worse than death. I won’t allow it. I have some smoke bombs and night-vision goggles that you can use, to make it easier to steal whatever you need from the alchemy lab. The main one is just down the hall from here.” Reaching under her bed, she pulled out a dusty box and flipped the lid, revealing the promised equipment.

      “Where did you get all of this?” I gaped at her.

      “Contacts, Riley… all the contacts.”

      I reached for a pair of night-vision goggles and put them on, strapping a few smoke bombs to my waist. “Will you come with us?”

      “Naturally. You’re going to need a bit of brawn, and I know where the lab is. I can keep watch by the door while you slip in, keep any stragglers distracted.”

      “Here, take these and put them on,” I said, handing around the box of goggles. “And take a couple of smoke bombs each. We’re going to need them to hide our faces. Once we’ve got what we need, we can make our way back to the courtyard where we started. Does everyone know their way back? Harko?”

      Bashrik grumbled. “How many more times do I have to tell you? I designed this palace. I know it like the back of my hand. I can lead us all there.”

      “Still, it’ll help if we all know the way. And we have Ronad in our ears still, right?”

      “Still here,” Ronad chirped. “Really trying not to get worried about you all, over here.”

      I smiled. “We’re fine. You make sure we get to the courtyard safely. Oh, and I might need you to tell us where the ingredients are. As soon as those smoke bombs go off, we’ll be going into the lab pretty much blind.”

      “Copy that. You have five ingredients to fetch. I’ll guide you through the lab once you’re inside.”

      “Thanks, Ronad.”

      “No problem. Still trying not to get super worried.”

      Harko took the proffered goggles from the box and put them on, handing a second pair to Bashrik. Both of them looked ridiculous. However, combined with his tight rubber suit, Bashrik was hysterical. Despite the severity of the situation, a laugh bubbled up my throat. I had a feeling I didn’t look much better, but I wasn’t about to say so.

      “Not a word,” Bashrik warned, before turning on his tail and moving out into the hallway like a dime-store superhero, his fabric wings flapping behind him.

      “Well, I reckons I look right fetchin’,” Stone said, chuckling. “Might dangle me smoke bombs from me belt like this.” He turned to Lauren, doing an amusing little dance, the smoke bombs jiggling in the most unfortunate place… which was presumably the point.

      “Stone!” Lauren chided, though she couldn’t hide her grin.

      “Told ye me bollocks were made o’ steel.” He tapped them, making Nisha howl with laughter.

      “I like you,” she said.

      Stone smirked. “Aye, well, yer a fine lass, but I’m taken. Even if I weren’t, ye’d get me all in a worry that I might never walk again. Ye’d throw a lad like me ‘round like a rag doll.”

      “I’ve never heard any complaints.” She snickered.

      “I bet ye haven’t.”

      “We should probably follow Bashrik before he hides in a cupboard somewhere,” I suggested, moving out into the hallway to join him. The others followed a moment later, Stone still dangling his smoke bombs in front of the crotch of his flight suit.

      “What’s yer plan again?” he asked, pulling his goggles down.

      Lauren was the first to answer. “We have to make it look like Ezra and Aurelius have been here. We need to trick the queens into believing that the rebels have tried to sabotage the lab. We use the smoke bombs to get in and out. Hopefully, they won’t even realize anything is missing.”

      “Can we come back for the humans?” I turned to Nisha, my gaze drifting to the shadowed grate in the cell door.

      “One thing at a time, Riley,” Ronad warned in my ear. “You’re there for the ingredients. If we succeed in this mission, then we can free the humans when the war is over.”

      It pained me to leave them behind, but I understood how freeing the humans might draw unwanted attention to us. The rebels would never set the test subjects free. They would simply snatch what they wanted and kill the rest. Plus, how the hell were we supposed to get a large group of humans out of the labyrinth of tunnels without someone discovering us? It was an impossible task. We’d never get them out without being caught. The knowledge of that burned in my chest, fueling my fire toward succeeding in this mission.

      “I’ll come back for you,” I promised in a whisper, before trailing the others toward the lab. “I don’t know when, and I don’t know how, but I will free you.”
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      Nisha lifted a finger to her lips as we reached a crossroads between three of the subterranean passageways. Down the left-hand tunnel, she gestured at a set of double doors. A stringy-looking coldblood was coming down the passage from the opposite direction. He paused a moment, checking something on a device, before stepping through the double doors into the room beyond. He wore the emblem of the alchemists, a curved beaker tipping golden fluid.

      “Ronad?” I whispered.

      “I have a visual on the interior of the lab,” he replied. “I know where the goods are. Jareth is feeding me info, and I’ve hijacked a scanner satellite. I’ll have twenty minutes or so before I have to let it go, so nobody realizes I’m using it. Just follow my voice, and I will do what I can to lead you around the alchemists who are inside.”

      “How many?” Bashrik asked.

      “Eight.”

      “And there’s five o’ us. I’ve had worse odds, lemme tell ye,” Stone replied. He was right. Even if it came to blows, we weren’t terribly matched.

      “Nisha, you stay here and keep watch. Shout for us if anyone bad comes—like the queens, or anyone like that,” I said. “Shout ‘Defiance’ and we’ll know to get out.”

      She nodded. “I will. Best of luck to you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Once we’ve thrown the smoke bombs in,” Lauren said, “we should split into groups and keep to the sides of the lab. Riley, you and I can take one side, while Harko and Bashrik, you take the other. Stone, you can head up the center. I know you won’t be able to use your third eye in the smoke, but you might be able to freeze someone if they get too close.”

      “That’s me lass, always comin’ up with the smarts.”

      “Everyone agreed?” I asked.

      “Agreed,” they chorused back.

      “Then, goggles on. Let’s do this!”

      We approached the double doors, each of us taking a smoke bomb from the belts at our waists and wielding it nervously. Stone took the lead, kicking open the right-hand door with one almighty crack of his boot. Seizing the moment, we hurled the bombs in through the gap and let the door swing closed. A flurry of chaos erupted behind the door, the alchemists shouting to one another that they couldn’t find their way out.

      “What did you spill?” I heard one shout, as we opened the door again and slipped into the fogged-out room, our goggles kicking in. They allowed us visibility, even in the thick smoke.

      “I didn’t spill anything!” a second voice hollered.

      “Yorrek, was that you? What have we said about performing explosive experiments in the communal lab?” a third voice chimed in, making me freeze.

      Yorrek? Surely, they didn’t mean the Yorrek—the one we’d drugged with Elysium and abandoned under a hedge? More than before, I was glad of the thick smoke, hiding us from view.

      “Switching to infrared,” Ronad whispered through the earpiece, pausing for a moment. “The arram root is in a box to your immediate right, Bashrik. And the vials of liquified daemon flower are on the table to your left, Harko.”

      In the shadowed darkness of the alchemy lab, a pale fog billowed green in front of my goggles, making everything look eerie, like we’d walked into the deepest depths of a ghost train. I was aware of Lauren behind me, and I could make out faint shapes moving in the smoke up ahead, but visibility was limited, even with the goggles. Something brushed my hand, and I had no idea whether it was Lauren or one of the startled alchemists. I couldn’t cry out to ask, in case it alerted the alchemists to our presence.

      “I think this may be something else, gentlemen,” Yorrek’s oh-so-familiar voice pierced the air.

      “What do you mean?” another alchemist asked.

      “I think we may be under attack!”

      Crap, crap, crap, crap. I could hear the alchemists moving around, but I couldn’t make them out in the near distance. Were they headed for the door, or were they trying to creep up on us and take us unawares? It was terrifyingly hard to tell.

      “We can’t be!” a frightened voice exclaimed. “The queens promised we would be protected!”

      “Nobody can protect you, except yourself,” Yorrek replied. I could hear the bitterness in his voice. Evidently, he had a chip on his shoulder after our last attack, though he had no way of knowing that we were the ones responsible for this. An attack was an attack, I supposed, regardless of who the aggressor might be.

      “Frostfang essence, Lauren, in a bottle to your left. You’ll have to duck down—it’s in the top drawer,” Ronad whispered. “And there’s a vat of coldblood baseline blood to your left, Riley.”

      Turning to the left, I scanned what looked like a countertop for the vat. I found it, a moment later, tucked against the back wall, though it was way heavier and way more disgusting than I’d anticipated. I could feel something cold and wet dribbling down the side, covering my hands. The lid wasn’t on, so I was going to have to be extra careful getting it out of here.

      “Stone, the last ingredient is in the cupboard to your right,” Ronad warned. “Be careful and be quiet. There are several bags of precious stones that have been ground to dust. You need the one on the far left of the cupboard’s bottom shelf, okay?”

      I’d turned to leave the lab, knowing the vat would slow me down, when suddenly, a figure appeared in front of me. He had ghostly eyes, and skin tinged green, but I recognized him instantly.

      “Who are you? What foe are you? Rebels, come to steal our secrets?” Yorrek roared, his face twisting up in a mask of fury and confusion.

      “Yes, rebels,” I murmured, setting the vat to one side and lunging at the coldblood. I didn’t want to kill him, given how much we’d already put him through, but I needed to take him out so we could get out of here in one piece.

      We had enough to deal with, without Yorrek doing something stupid.

      The others hurried to my aid, appearing out of the smog to hurl themselves at Yorrek. The alchemist was surprisingly agile, contorting himself out of my grasp and slipping around me before I could lunge at him again. He was more prepared this time around, by the looks of it. Evidently, our last encounter had shaken him, prompting him to go everywhere with a weapon at his side. I discovered this as he raised a gun to my face, pointing the barrel squarely between my brows. He couldn’t have known it was pointed there, but I wasn’t willing to risk his aim. I ducked just before the gun went off, the bullet thudding through the doorway behind me.

      “Hey, what are you playing at?” Harko asked curtly, stepping between us and Yorrek. “There’s no need for violence. Whoever this guy is, just let him go on his way.”

      “Do you want to ruin everything?” Bashrik hissed, grabbing his brother’s hand and yanking him out of the way, gripping his arms behind his back to stop him from intervening further. A split second later, Yorrek let off another round of bullets, one grazing the top of my ear with a sharp sting. For a coldblood working in weapons manufacturing, with a penchant for dangerous things, I hadn’t expected Harko to be a pacifist. Nor had I expected him to get in our way.

      Cursing, I took a step back and lifted a knife from my bandolier. “You know that rebels leave no survivors,” I said, altering my voice.

      Beside me, Stone fumbled with the knot of his bandana. I hesitated with the knife, wondering if there might be another way, after all. If Stone could freeze Yorrek, we might be able to get out of here without hurting anyone. Nobody would know we’d been here—they would blame the rebels, and everything would be fine. And I really didn’t want to kill him. He wasn’t a bad guy. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      “My aim might be off, but this won’t be,” Yorrek hissed.

      Everything that ensued thereafter happened in an inexplicable blur. The last thing I remembered was seeing Yorrek reaching for something on the countertop beside him. My gaze darted back up to his face, but it was too late. Yorrek grasped a vial and took out the stopper before hurling the contents in our direction. It splashed past me harmlessly, but the liquid hit Stone square in the eye with a hiss of flesh. It was the same acid Yorrek had used on Navan, though Stone wasn’t lucky enough to have evaded it.

      The ambaka sank to his knees, clutching at the blistering mess of his third eye. His face contorted in a grimace of agony, his other eyes squeezed shut in case any of the liquid found its way in. I didn’t know much about the effects of acid, but I knew Yorrek’s was a nasty concoction. Stuck between the alchemist and my friend, I didn’t know what to do. For the first time since the space station, I felt completely helpless. I couldn’t do anything to fix Stone’s eye. And, with sudden horror, I realized the damage might be permanent.

      “NO!” Lauren howled in a fit of sudden rage.

      Grasping the staff from her back, she hurtled toward Yorrek, spinning the weapon so fast that the alchemist had no idea what kind of trouble he was in until the moment the staff cracked down on his head. He fell to the ground, unconscious, and Lauren stood over him, panting furiously. He was out cold and would never know what had happened to him. She had come out of nowhere. Now, she turned and sank to her knees beside Stone, holding his forearms as he writhed in pain, his hands covering his eye.

      We hurried to help, dragging Stone to his feet and helping him out into the hallway. Nisha was waiting, a worried look on her face. Seeing the state that Stone was in, she ran to him and scooped him into her arms like he was a child.

      “We need to go,” she urged. “The courtyard is too dangerous. I have a better idea.”

      “We’ll follow your lead,” I said, glancing at Stone.

      “This ain’t good,” he mumbled, over and over. Miraculously, he still had the sack of gem dust clutched to his chest. It reminded me to pick up the vat of blood and hold it securely, to stop any from spilling out.

      “You’re going to be okay, sweetheart, I promise you,” Lauren told him, gripping his hand as we hurried away from the lab. “I’m here, Stone. You’re going to be okay. We’re going to wash it out of your eye, and you’re going to be fine.”

      “Nah, my lovely, I think this’un has done me in good and proper.”

      She shook her head defiantly. “It hasn’t, Stone. You’ll heal. You’ll be fine. We just need to wash it out of your eye.”

      “Here, take this,” Harko said, stepping forward with a canteen of water from his belt.

      Lauren grasped at it in desperation. “Thank you. Nisha, can we stop for a moment?”

      “Don’t need to thank me,” he muttered, staring at the lab doors in shock.

      “Come on, babe, tilt your head back for me,” she urged Stone, using the brief pause. “Take your hand away from your eye and tilt your head back.”

      He did as he was told. I couldn’t look at the mess that had once been an eye, the skin purple and puckered around it, swelling into blisters. The eyeball itself was covered in an inky substance that had infected almost the entire surface.

      “Are you going to tell me why you almost murdered an innocent bystander?” Harko asked coldly, as we broke into a run again, charging through the underground tunnels.

      “Harko, you have to understand, we’re trying to end this war for good by ridding the rebels of their immortality. If the queens find out we’ve been here, they might try and stop us from succeeding. True, it’s in their best interests to let us deal with the rebels, but they can’t let us make an anti-elixir because that throws a wrench in their plans, too.” Bashrik sighed. “Please, Brother, understand that we don’t want to kill anyone. We’re not murderers. We just want to end this war as peacefully as possible, by leveling the playing field again. If we don’t, the rebels will kill everyone who doesn’t agree with their way of thinking.”

      Harko visibly calmed, his face relaxing. “I guess that makes sense,” he said, after a pause. “Seems like you and your crazy bunch of weirdos are living life on a knife-edge. Got to admire that, my blood, got to admire that. And, Rask, that female is impressive, whatever she is! I’ve never seen anyone spin a staff so fast in all my days! And the way he just went down like a sack of gumshi fruit. Oosh!” Despite his moral misgivings over our behavior, it seemed as though the latest Idrax brother had gotten some kind of thrill out of the experience. I could almost see the adrenaline draining out of him.

      “I’m just glad none of this brought the queens running back,” I said.

      Bashrik nodded. “You can say that again.”

      I moved ahead to walk level with Stone, Lauren, and Nisha. “How is it feeling?” I asked.

      Stone blinked open his good eyes. “The cuddle’s grand, but I ain’t feelin’ too sharp about me eye.”

      “At least nothing happened to your sense of humor,” Lauren said softly, her hands stroking his. “You wouldn’t be the same without that.”

      “Not sure I’ll be the same without me eye, neither.”

      “It will heal, Stone. I know it will,” Lauren soothed him.

      He tried to grin, but the smile turned into a grimace of pain. “I like yer optimism, lass. Wish I could share it.”

      “Can you make it outside? Do you need to rest in one of these rooms?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Nah, Ri, ol’ Stone’s been in worse scrapes than this’un. Pirates lose bits o’ theirselves all the time. No need to worry ‘bout me. Set me down, point me in the right direction, and I’ll be after ye, right enough. Nought wrong with me legs, after all.” He was trying to be brave, but I could hear the tinge of fear in his voice. Listening to his words, Nisha set him down on the ground, though she kept a wary eye on him in case he stumbled.

      “You’ll get your eye back, Stone. Stop talking like that,” Lauren chided gently, slipping an arm around his waist for support.

      “Hey, sweet thing, no matter if I don’t. Ain’t nothin’ but a curse to me kind anyhow,” he assured her. “Ye remember that tale what I told ye, about the lad without the power, who saved the lass from dyin’ as she held back a cruel gang o’ blighters?”

      She nodded, a tear running down her cheek.

      “Well, that’ll be me if me eye don’t come back rightways,” he said, lifting her chin to kiss her tenderly on the lips. “No harm done. I’ll just be the lad who protects in other ways. Now, let’s get to steppin’! Don’t want to be wastin’ time on triflin’ burns that don’t mean nothin’.” Hurriedly, he tied his bandana back across his injured eye, hiding it from sight. I knew he was doing it for Lauren’s benefit, to stop her from worrying.

      “Let’s start by getting out of here with the goods,” Bashrik suggested, quickening the pace. “We don’t want the guards coming before we’ve managed to escape the perimeter. Ronad, how are we looking?”

      “Nobody coming as of yet,” he replied.

      “All good?” Harko asked.

      “We’re alive, the guards aren’t on their way yet, and your innocent bystander is breathing, if that’s what you mean,” I replied. “Now, let’s see if we can keep hold of all three, shall we?”

      We moved stealthily through the endless passageways, following Nisha’s directions, diving into vacant rooms and storage facilities whenever danger came around the corner. Soon enough, twenty minutes later, we found ourselves on some steps leading down into the western gardens. I remembered them vaguely from the last time I’d stayed at the palace, but they’d never been favored by Gianne. They were beautiful and elegant, the blooms encrusted in frost, the water features frozen over.

      “How does it look?” I asked Ronad.

      “All clear,” he replied. Just as Ronad had said, there was nobody wandering around the vacant gardens, and the surrounding battlements were empty of guards.

      “You know, you’re the reason I befriended the humans here in the first place,” Nisha told me as we paused on the steps, waiting for the others to catch up. Harko and Bashrik were a short distance behind, watching our backs.

      “Oh?”

      “I know you had that silly hood on, and were doing the whole cloak-and-dagger rigmarole, but I remembered what you looked like. When these guys arrived, I noticed they were the same species as you, and volunteered to watch over them,” she explained. “Navan seemed pretty fond of you that day. I know him well, and I’d never seen him like that before. I knew your kind had to be good sorts if you could win the Chief Grump over.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, we’re not so bad.”

      “Do you still see each other—you and Navan?” Nisha asked.

      “You could say that… We’re married,” I admitted shyly.

      I almost avoided the congratulatory slap on the back, worried the blood might slosh over the edge of the vat I carried, but I couldn’t get out of the way in time.

      “Well, I have to say, I’m thrilled! I knew there was something going on between you two, but I didn’t want to say. It’s not exactly welcomed in these parts, though I’m sure you already know that,” she said apologetically. “I don’t mind it, and nobody I know minds it, but it’s the upper crust who frown on such things. Bigots and hypocrites, the bunch of them.”

      “Well, we’ll soon change that, won’t we?” I murmured.

      She laughed heartily. “I hope so, Riley. I really do. My contacts and I will do all we can to help you achieve a peaceful Vysanthe. You can count on that.”

      “That’s very comforting to know,” I replied.

      Just then, Bashrik and Harko burst out of the back doors, skidding to a halt on the top of the garden steps. Their eyes were wide in alarm.

      “The queens and guards… they know!” Bashrik gasped, clutching his chest.

      Harko nodded excitedly, barely out of breath. “We saw them running for the lower floors. One of those alchemists managed to get out and sound the alarm.”

      “Did anyone see you?”

      Bashrik shook his head. “No, we were careful. Nobody saw us.”

      “Crap, crap, crap, crap,” I muttered, wanting to say a much ruder word. “The queens are going to send out search parties. We need to skedaddle before they do!”

      “How are we getting out?” Harko asked.

      “I can pick you up, if I can get close enough to the palace. You might have to wait five minutes,” Ronad replied.

      Bashrik stepped forward. “No, we’ll fly out of this place and hope nobody notices us, then head back to Sarrask’s. Your ship will be too obvious, Ronad. We left no evidence behind, and we don’t want them discovering any now. Hopefully, the queens will continue to blame the rebels for the attack on the lab. They won’t be looking for a handful of escapees; they’ll be looking for ships. Ronad, you should get out of here.”

      “I can’t just leave you,” he protested.

      “Ronad, seriously, meet us back at the cottage,” I warned. “It’ll be too dangerous for you in the ship. Go before they start scanning the palace perimeter—they’ll be looking for vessels.”

      He gave a reluctant sigh. “Copy that. I’ll end transmission in case they pick it up.”

      “See you soon.”

      “Be careful.”

      With no time to wait around, we ran toward the high walls that surrounded the gardens. While Bashrik had used his suit to climb the wall on the way in, knowing flight would draw too much attention, he spread out his wings this time, the fabric of his suit tearing, and surged upward, lifting Stone with him. Nisha grasped Lauren as though she weighed nothing, while Harko snatched me up and lifted me into the sky.

      As soon as we were over the battlements, we flew low to the ground, praying the guards would ignore us in favor of the chaos going on within the palace walls. I looked at the retreating palace over Nisha’s shoulder, scouring the parapets for any sign of coldbloods. By the looks of it, all the queens’ soldiers had disappeared inside, running to the call of “invader.” Bashrik had been right: with the threat of rebels bristling through the palace corridors, nobody cared to look closer at a small group of strangers.
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      Three-quarters of the way back to the cluster of houses beside the glittering lake, where Sarrask’s house stood, Bashrik set Stone down on a patch of scorched earth. Nisha landed beside them, putting Lauren on solid ground. Harko swooped in after, setting me carefully on the burnt grass, so as not to spill the vat of blood.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “The wind from all this flyin’ is searin’ me eye mighty bad,” Stone replied, grimacing. “I need to walk on me own two feet awhile, if ye don’t mind the trek?”

      Lauren looked like she was about to burst into tears. “We’ll do whatever you need, Stone. If you want to walk, then we’re going to walk.”

      “Ye always know just what to say, lass.”

      I turned to Bashrik. “Is it far?”

      “An hour’s walk, maybe. To be honest, this is probably a good thing.” He paused, realizing what he’d said. Stumbling over his words, he went on. “Not your eye, of course, Stone! I mean, if anyone did see us leave and chases us down, they won’t think to look to the ground, not if we keep to the tree-line here.” He gestured to the woodland that bordered the scorched ground.

      “Then we better get going,” I urged, eager to be reunited with Navan and Jareth. We had the ingredients for the anti-elixir. The sooner we could get started on its creation, the better.

      In the distance, I could make out the hazy fog of the sleeping mist being funneled across the barren tundra between North and South, keeping the rebels at bay.

      I was interested to know what these sleeping chambers were, that the queens had been talking about. Had they formed some kind of prison to keep the rebels in, pumping this same mist into cells? Either way, if they were running out of resources to make the mist, we were on borrowed time. As soon as that barrier stopped functioning, the rebels would strike. They’d already made their move at high altitude, attacking the sky prison. It had been a personal mission, driven by Aurelius’s desire to see his wife again, but he’d still managed to infiltrate the queens’ territory without them realizing. Undoubtedly, the rebels had turned tail and fled once they’d realized neither Jareth nor Seraphina was inside anymore, but I imagined that was too close for the queens’ comfort.

      “Hey, Stone, you want to hear a joke?” Bashrik chirped with forced cheer.

      Stone glanced at him, amused. “Aye, go on. I could do with a lark.”

      “What's the difference between a star crab with boobs and a derelict public transport depot?”

      “Dunno?”

      “One’s a busty crustacean, one’s a rusty bus station.”

      Stone smirked.

      “I have another one! How many coldbloods does it take to screw in a solar bulb?”

      Stone shrugged. “I dunno, how ‘bout ye tell me?”

      “One. They’re efficient and not very funny.”

      “Ye got me there,” Stone replied, humoring Bashrik.

      “Apparently, someone gets shot on the Junkyard every fifty-two seconds. Poor bastard.”

      Stone snorted at that one. “Now, that’un tickled me.”

      “Time for the greatest joke of all time,” Bashrik continued. “What did the pirate say when he turned eighty?”

      “Dunno, Bash.”

      “Aye matey!”

      It was impossible not to laugh at Bashrik’s adorable attempt to make Stone smile, even if his jokes were terrible. Weirdly, it reminded me of Roger, far away on the other side of the universe. Jokes had always been his thing—terrible, terrible dad jokes that he used to wind me up with. With everything going on, they’d been pushed to the back of my mind. But now… man, I missed them.

      “Hey, Stone, what’s the difference between snowmen and snowwomen?” Bashrik tried again.

      Stone’s face brightened. “I know this’un. Snowballs!”

      Meanwhile, Harko and Nisha were deep in discussion about the citizens’ task force. After the escape, it seemed like Harko was taking things a lot more seriously. It was hard to eavesdrop on them with Bashrik’s endless comedy routine going on beside me, but I managed to catch a few snippets of their conversation.

      “There are a few dudes I know from my mountain-diving days who’d be down to help,” Harko said. “Blood, they were always moaning on and on about the queens messing things up, and I know they’d dig a real government. I’d be down for a real government. You think it would mean no more fighting? Rask, I’m sick of this war. It keeps going on and on. Hate to see violence and stuff—starting to feel kinda bad about making all the stuff they’re throwing at each other, you know what I mean?”

      “You’re in weapons manufacturing?” Nisha replied.

      He nodded. “Yeah, there’s a mad artistry in weapon-making, blood, but I got into it before all of this started, y’know? Never thought they’d get used or anything. I mean, folks weren’t dropping bombs on each other and killing other people, you know what I mean? Not sure I want to be in that game anymore, if I can help it. Might use this opportunity to make amends for all the weapons I’ve made.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Nisha encouraged him. “Do you have any acquaintances in weapons manufacturing who might join us?”

      Harko grinned. “You know what, yeah, I think I might. We can get some deterrents made up for when we have to administer this anti-elixir! Your people know how to handle themselves?”

      “They can handle anything,” she assured him, with a knowing smile.

      Lauren was walking on her own at the back of the group, her eyes fixed on Stone. I hadn’t noticed her slipping back until I turned to the side and found her missing. I came to a halt and waited for her to catch up. Approaching me, she bit her trembling lip, tears threatening to fall from her eyes.

      “I can’t believe it… his poor eye,” she whispered.

      Overhearing her misery, Stone stopped and came back for her, cutting Bashrik’s stand-up routine short. “Hey, we’ll not have no tears, sweet thing. Ye gotta leave the tears to me, ye hear?”

      “I should’ve done more to stop him,” Lauren muttered bitterly.

      “Ye couldn’t o’ stopped him even if ye’d tried,” Stone replied, taking Lauren’s hands in his. “All o’ this were supposed to happen.”

      Lauren looked up at him in surprise. “What?”

      “Well, I s’pose there ain’t no harm in tellin’ ye now, is there?” he said brightly, gazing into Lauren’s eyes. I felt like a third wheel, but I was too intrigued to walk away. “I knew this were goin’ to happen, sweetie. I knew I could stand to lose me eye. When that tosser reached fer that stuff, I knew Orfaio’s vision were comin’ true. So, I don’t want no tears in yer beauteous eyes, ye hear? I chose to come along with ye to the palace. I chose me path, and I’m grand to live with this here outcome if needs be.”

      A tear fell from Lauren’s eye. “You knew?”

      “Aye, I didn’t want to be selfish. I been tryin’ to live for somethin’ bigger than meself, ever since I fell fer this right dazzlin’ lass who showed me what it’s like to be selfless.” He grinned at Lauren, lifting her hand to his lips. “This lass… ah, man, she makes me want to be a better kind o’ bloke. I’d burn out all me eyes if she asked me to.”

      Lauren chuckled softly. “Please don’t.”

      “In honesty, I were hopin’ ye’d say that,” he teased. “Now, no more tears. I’m goin’ to hear the rest o’ Bash’s jokes before he starts askin’ if I hate him. Will ye be grand?”

      She nodded. “I’ve got Riley. I’ll be fine.”

      “Glad to hear it.” He dipped forward and kissed her on the lips. He made his way back to Bashrik, who looked forlorn in the distance. His face brightened immediately, realizing his man-crush had come back to him.

      “Looks like you’ve still got competition,” I joked, wanting to cheer her up.

      She remained staring at Stone. “I just wish there was more I could’ve done, you know?”

      I put my arm around her shoulders. “Hey, vision or no vision, he’d be in a far worse state if it wasn’t for you. The way you flew at Yorrek like a madwoman—it was scary as hell to see you like that, but who knows what he might have done if you hadn’t. You stopped him from throwing more, and you stopped him from shooting any of us. We’ve all got a lot to thank you for.”

      Lauren froze with a gasp, turning to grab me by the shoulders. “The sign! The freaking sign! That was it, and I almost missed it!”

      “What sign? What are you talking about?” The others carried on without us, oblivious to Lauren’s excitement.

      “Orfaio said that I would feel my heart break, and the crack of it would cause my rage to overtake me. When that happened, they told me it would be the time for us to call on the pacifists,” she rambled. “I thought it meant Stone was going to do something terrible, something that would hurt me. I’ve been expecting the worst ever since the Stargazer said that to me, but it wasn’t a betrayal at all. I mean, this is still really, really bad, don’t get me wrong, but it wasn’t what I thought it was going to be. That is why my stupid brain almost missed it!”

      I frowned. “The pacifists? You mean, Cambien and the Draconians?”

      “I guess so.”

      I slipped the chunk of opaleine out of the pocket of my rubber suit and turned it over in my hands. The sapphire veins sparkled in the harsh sunlight, reminiscent of Gianne’s palace. She had so much opaleine in that place, no doubt reminding her of the planets her kind had exploited and conquered. It made me shudder with anger, to think of what the coldbloods had done to the Draconians. Not only that, they’d been robbed of their revenge, too.

      “But it’s too soon,” I said. I’d thought about calling on Cambien many times before, but something had always stopped me. I had that same sensation now—the feeling that it wasn’t quite time. The situation was only just scraping its way out of being entirely hopeless, thanks to the prospect of the anti-elixir, and we were hardly closer to the final blow that Cambien had suggested I wait for.

      Lauren frowned. “Orfaio hasn’t let us down so far.”

      “Why now, though?” I pondered aloud. “Asking for Cambien’s help to fight an immortal coldblood army seems completely unfair. I’d basically be asking this ally of his to die for us. Whoever they might be, they wouldn’t know the severity of the situation until they actually got here, and then what would they do? It’s not as if they could just turn around and go back to where they came from. Cambien promised this ally would fight—they’d have to get involved, regardless of us being way off the finish line.”

      “Orfaio said they had to be called once the sign presented itself,” Lauren repeated, her tone uncertain. “These cryptic clues aren’t good for everyone. We know that already. But you said it yourself: it’s all about a bigger picture. A universal picture. It might not be fair, but if that’s what Orfaio says has to be done, that’s what has to be done.”

      I sighed. “I know you’re right… but I don’t like it one bit.”

      “Do you know who this ally is?”

      I shook my head. “Cambien never said. He just told me he would send an ally of his when I called for his help. They could be fluffy Sonorans for all we know.”

      Lauren smiled. “Hey, maybe they’re mightier than they sound.”

      I stared down at the chunk of opaleine in my hand, thinking of Cambien in his dragon form, his rust-colored scales rippling while his leathery wings beat the air. He was formidable in his own right, all of the Draconians were, but they couldn’t help us in our fight. If they killed anyone and returned to Zai’s soil with that weight on their shoulders, the opaleine would feed off their sin and die, just as it had done before. All I could do was hope his allies were as tough.

      “Do you know what to do with that thing?” Lauren asked.

      “Cambien told me to hold it and call his name. That’s it.”

      “You think he was messing with you?”

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t put it past him to make me look stupid, one last time. Then again, he is a man of his word. I doubt he’d lie to me about offering help if he didn’t mean to send any.”

      “I think you’re right,” Lauren conceded, flashing me a small smile. “You better get talking to your chunk of rock.”

      Wrapping it in both hands and holding it up, I felt completely ridiculous. Still, I’d seen the power of this stone before—it wasn’t any ordinary kind of stone. If it could drain the Draconians of their ability to shift forms and sense wrongdoing on the planet it came from, working in an almost sentient way, then why couldn’t it send a message across the universe?

      “Cambien!” I shouted, gripping the stone tighter.

      The stone echoed “Cambien!” back to me, before disintegrating between my palms. I staggered back in surprise. As I opened my hands, the sparkling dust rose in a spiral, drifting off on a gust of bitter wind that swept across the war-torn plateau. I felt the bite of it against my cheeks as I watched the opaleine dust disappear, floating ever-upward toward space. The rubber suits kept out most of the Vysanthean chill, but my bare face was helpless against it, my cheeks tinted pink.

      Lauren gave a low whistle. “What the hell just happened?”

      “I think I just sent a dust message to Cambien.”

      “Well, let’s hope opaleine dust moves quick.” Lauren stared up in awe. “Then, of course, we’ll have to factor in the amount of time it will take for these allies of Cambien’s to arrive. Did he say ally in the singular or plural?”

      “I can’t remember now,” I admitted. “I’m praying it’s plural.”

      “Me, too.”

      “What if these allies arrive too late? I was expecting it to be a ‘Poof! Here they are!’ kind of deal, but I don’t see any poofing.” I glanced around, just in case. The plateau remained empty, with the silhouettes of our friends up ahead.

      Lauren tapped her chin. “And what if these allies don’t know where, exactly, to find us? I mean, it’s not as if you have the rock anymore, to guide them. Did Cambien give you any other information when he gave you the opaleine? Anything at all?”

      “Nothing. Now that you mention it, he didn’t really specify how these allies were going to go about traveling to Vysanthe on a moment’s notice.”

      “Well, at the very least, it means they can’t be coming from Zai,” Lauren said. “The Draconians have super slow technology, remember?”

      “These allies must have some other trick up their sleeve to get them here quickly.”

      “Yeah, we’re definitely going to have to stick to hopeful thinking on this one,” she replied nervously.

      I nodded. “Hey, it’s like you said—Orfaio hasn’t let us down yet. Why would the Stargazer start now?”

      I just hoped, whoever these allies turned out to be, I wasn’t inviting them toward the jaws of certain death. Since it no longer looked like it was going to be a magically dramatic, immediate arrival, I was determined to have control of the situation by the time Cambien’s backup arrived. We might not have been at the final blow, but we would soon be ready to land a pretty big punch.
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      “You do this to me one more time, and I can’t be friends with either of you anymore—and you can forget about being my gentleman caller, Bashrik Idrax. My little heart can’t take it, worrying about you all the time!” Angie cried as we stepped through the front door of Sarrask’s cottage. I set the vat of blood down before she barreled toward me.

      “Hey, I explained what was going on,” Ronad replied sheepishly.

      “I know you did, but that doesn’t make it better!” she chided. “Having you bursting in unannounced, frightening the bejesus out of us, only to tell us that you left them out there and sped back here—it’s not exactly comforting, is it?”

      Ronad blushed. “No, I guess not. Sorry, Ange.”

      “You’re forgiven. But I swear to God, if this happens again, I’m taking a ship and moving to some moon somewhere. You guys will be the death of me, otherwise.” She gawked at Nisha, seeing her for the first time. “And who is the freakin’ Amazon queen? If I’d known she was with you all, I wouldn’t have been so worried!”

      Nisha laughed, and introduced herself.

      With the others busy, Navan walked toward me and pulled me close. “I’m so glad you’re safe,” he murmured into my hair.

      “I promised I’d come back, didn’t I?” I leaned up on tiptoe to kiss him. “Where’s Nova?”

      “Upstairs, sleeping. Seraphina is with her.”

      I smiled. “That’s good. I wish I could sleep through everything, without a care in the world. Babies have it so easy.”

      He chuckled, turning his attention to Stone. “How are you feeling?” Evidently, Navan had been listening to the feed from the ship, from the safety of the cottage.

      “Not to complain or ought, but am not feelin’ too good, pal.”

      “I had Kaido make a salve for you, to see if it can help at all. He’s preparing it now.”

      “Ah, yer a good’un, Navan Idrax. Anythin’ to take the sting away would be right welcome. Never known a burn like it, pal.”

      Navan frowned. “Do you think it can heal?”

      “Ye know what folk say, mate—only time’ll tell.”

      “Well, Kaido’s pretty good with botanicals. If anyone knows of a way to ease the blistering, or help with the healing, it’s my brother.”

      Harko had just come in from outside. He snorted derisively. “You’ve changed your tune, Navan. I’ve never heard you call Kaido ‘brother’ before.”

      “Excuse me?” Navan replied curtly.

      Before anything could kick off between the two brothers, another pair of Idrax siblings appeared on the stairwell, drawing the attention away from Navan and Harko. Kaido hurried down the steps with a tray of items in his hands, while Sarrask followed at a slower pace, scanning the room with a confused expression. Angie, Lauren, Stone, and Nisha were unfamiliar to him, but there was a flicker of recognition as his gaze drifted across the rest of us.

      “Hello, everyone,” he said unexpectedly, pausing on the bottom step. “Some of you know me, and I know some of you. If we’ve met and I can’t remember, please accept my apologies. I had an injury—I’ve been suffering from short-term memory loss ever since, or so Kaido keeps telling me.” He gave an awkward laugh. “Bear with me. My memory is improving. I can hold onto snippets here and there, but if I forget you, or say the same thing over and over, please don’t be offended.”

      I smiled at him, sad that he had been put in this position. Sarrask had always been tough and confident, his attitude bordering on arrogant, but his heart had mostly been in the right place. To see him so shy and uncertain was disorienting, like someone had come in the middle of the night and swapped him with someone else—someone who looked like Sarrask but wasn’t him.

      “Bro!” Harko cried, rushing to embrace Sarrask. At least with Harko focusing on Sarrask, there was less chance of something igniting between him and Navan. I was still desperate to know what was up between the two of them.

      The sight of Kaido hurrying toward Stone and forcing him to sit down on the kitchen bench attracted my attention. On the tray in front of him, he had several jars and bottles, filled with subtly glowing substances. There was too much going on for me to make out what Kaido was saying, but Stone was nodding along in understanding. Removing a number of the items from the tray, he poured fluids and scraped gels into a mortar and mashed them with a pestle, binding the substances together in a weird, luminescent paste.

      Presumably at Kaido’s request, Stone removed his bandana to reveal the acid-burned eye. The inky discoloration had spread, the white of his eyeball turning an unsettling, milky-blue color. All around, the flesh was puckered and blistered, vivid purple welts rising up to form an angry halo around his eyeball. I could barely look as Kaido lifted the glowing mixture and slathered it liberally across the entirety of Stone’s eye, ball and all. Once applied, Stone replaced his bandana, sealing in the salve.

      Meanwhile, Kaido set to work making another batch of the stuff, before scraping it all into a large, empty jar. When it was pretty much full to the brim, he screwed on the lid and handed it to Stone. Gratitude and fear rippled across the ambaka’s face as Kaido took his tray and disappeared back upstairs without another word. He reappeared a minute or so later, having put the items away.

      “I’ve been hearing stories that you’ve gained a wife and kid since the last time I saw you, you filthy old frostfang.” Nisha’s high-pitched voice cut through the babble, my attention flitting back. With a semi-toothless grin, she came stomping over to congratulate Navan, Angie still gawping at her from afar. By the looks of it, my friend had a new woman-crush.

      Navan grinned. “I have. Quite a woman, isn’t she?”

      “She certainly is. I knew there was something going on between you, that day at the pits. It’s just nice to see you’ve got yourself settled at last.” She clapped Navan on the back, prompting me to smirk as he jolted forward. Amazon queen indeed.

      Harko glanced at us slyly, his eyes narrowing. As Navan slipped his arm around my waist and pulled me to his side, Harko put two and two together. The expression on his face changed instantly. It was hard to read, but he didn’t look too impressed. I tried to catch his gaze, hoping to offer a friendly gesture, but he turned back to Sarrask, the brothers sinking into a private discussion.

      “What happened between the two of you?” I whispered, nodding at Harko.

      Navan opened his mouth to answer. Before he could utter a single word, Jareth strode in from the lounge, bringing a thundercloud with him. The atmosphere changed in an instant, a tension bristling throughout the kitchen. I was convinced the temperature had dropped, though I was probably being dramatic. Jareth was an intimidating man, but he wasn’t a Halloween ghoul, come to terrify us all.

      “Once you’ve quite finished with your niceties, perhaps we can get to work?” he said coldly. “Need I remind you that we could be bombed at any moment, by the queens or the rebels? Judging by the items in your hands, I can see our mission was a success. But there is much more we need to do before we can indulge in celebration. I would urge you all to keep your wits about you. We have no time for idle chitchat.”

      “Way to bring down the mood, Pa,” Harko muttered.

      “Ah, I see you have picked up another of my charming offspring,” Jareth replied coolly. “Harko… a pleasure, as always.”

      “I thought you were in the clink for being some badass betrayer of the nutjob queen?”

      Jareth smirked. “I was, but your brothers—Bashrik and Navan—were kind enough to break me out alongside their band of merry stragglers.”

      Harko shot Navan a sour look, my curiosity growing.

      “Now, while I have your attention, I would appreciate it if you would watch the latest stream from the battlefield,” Jareth went on, holding out a comms device. At the press of a button, a holographic screen burst into the air before us, revealing footage of Ezra and Aurelius’s forces.

      Wave after wave of ships filled the skies, undeterred by the dense fog of sleeping mist. Now and again, one would plummet to the ground, the mist having crept in through the gaps and infiltrated the space within. Brisha and Gianne’s forces held a tight perimeter, hurling a barrage of artillery at the rebels. Even so, it was clear to everyone watching that they were managing to conquer more and more of the queens’ Southern territory. Already, behind them, several towns and villages smoldered, now under rebel rule. With every bullet and blast that flew from the queens’ side, the rebels forced them back an inch more.

      “Riley, I must speak with you. I have much to tell you,” Kaido’s voice whispered in my ear. I turned to find him standing behind me, though I had no idea how he’d gotten there. Leaving everyone else watching the streamed footage, I followed Kaido. I’d expected him to lead me upstairs to the room that’d been his before Jareth took over, but instead he ushered me out of the front door and around the house. A wooden structure, no more than a garden shed, lay tucked behind Kaido’s sleek vessel, which was parked in the driveway to the rear of the cottage.

      “Is this your new lab?” I joked. My smile quickly faded.

      “As a matter of fact, it is.” He took out a key and unlocked the padlock, before ducking inside.

      The hut was surprisingly spacious and immaculately clean, the sides plastered in sheets of shiny chrome that had been hammered to the wood. Shelves covered every available space, each one laden down with glass cases containing Kaido’s rarest plants. In the center of the hut, catching my eye, was a chair similar to the one that had been in Kaido’s old lab, at the Idrax house. Just the sight of it sent a shiver up my spine, cold sweat beading at the base of my neck. It struck the same kind of fear in me as a dentist’s chair.

      On a workbench to the side, the vial of stardust gleamed. I wandered over to it and picked it up, feeling relieved to have the glass bottle back in my hands. There was something comforting about it that I couldn’t put my finger on.

      “What did you find out about it?” I asked, setting it back down.

      “Well, do you remember what I told you about humans and coldbloods having inverse reactions to certain botanicals?”

      I nodded.

      “And do you recall me suggesting there may be a common ancestor, somewhere in our ancient history, which might be the root cause of said inverse reactions?”

      “I think I remember something along those lines, yes.”

      “Not to mention the increased presence of imocea in your brain, in response to the input botanicals. As I told you then, imocea is not a commonly found substance in sentient beings. Coldbloods have a great deal of it, which is why we are superior in strength and intellect to the majority of species. But your brain chemistry also contains some.”

      “Which means…?”

      He smiled excitedly. “Imocea is not the only substance that our species share. There is another substance within our brain chemistry that, until now, has been undetectable. I did not know of its existence—it is rare that I do not know something, so you can imagine my surprise,” he said, jiggling happily. “There is a something inside us that is of our bodies, and yet not of our bodies. A troubling concept for you, I imagine. It took the presence of the stardust being added to brain cell samples for me to discover that this unknown article even existed. The stardust revealed more stardust, only it was inside the cells… inside everything, in fact, once I started properly experimenting.”

      “I thought we only had a speck of stardust inside us?” I gaped at him.

      “More than a speck, Riley. It appears to be the very thing that grants our sentience,” he explained. “I tested several cell samples from my private collection, from varying species, and varying organs, to ensure I had the broadest spectrum for comparison. Every single test result, belonging to a sentient species, contained this stardust.”

      I frowned. “So, we’re all connected? Everyone in the universe?”

      “Not quite. This is where it becomes extraordinarily interesting.”

      “Go on.” I was already baffled.

      “Although the addition of stardust revealed more stardust, when I looked more closely I discovered that the stardust in the vial was not the same kind as the one present in the test cells,” he explained. “It highlighted the presence of stardust like it, but it wasn’t the same type. There were different sheens and shapes within the test cells that set each one apart. No two were the same… until I compared the vial of stardust with human and coldblood cells.”

      I held my breath.

      “Your species and our species share the same kind of stardust in our systems,” he said, his eyes wide. “From my understanding, this stardust is the very thing that has drifted through the universe since the dawn of creation. It is likely the debris of that very creation. Varying types of stardust will have been flung out from the source, at the beginning of the universe’s life. It will have traveled far and wide, settling wherever it ended up. The stardust that hit Earth had to have been the same kind that hit Vysanthe—we just became different species, for one reason or another. It is not an exact science, nor can we ever truly decipher the truth. A hypothesis shall have to placate me on this one, though I do so hate unanswered questions.”

      “So, there might be other planets out there, with species that share this ‘brand’ of stardust, too?” I asked, trying to wrap my head around his words.

      “It is plausible,” he replied. “I would very much like to investigate the ambaka’s brain chemistry for that exact reason. He would not allow me to take a sample earlier, while I was helping with his eye. It would only have taken me a moment, and it would not have affected him too greatly, but he said no. Very ungrateful, if you ask me.”

      I smiled sadly. “He’s in a lot of pain, Kaido. Maybe ask him when it’s died down.”

      “I suppose. I do not like to wait when there are important investigations to be made.”

      “I know, but you’re going to have to on this one. He needs some time to heal, not someone else jabbing at him with needles.”

      He grumbled to himself. “It would only have taken a moment.”

      “So, humans and coldbloods aren’t as different as we thought?” I mused.

      “Our physical makeup remains different in many ways, but the similarities are likely why you were able to conceive Nova,” he agreed. “Indeed, I have been meaning to ask you—did you experience any difficulties when it came to ejecting the winged fetus from the birth canal? I have been doing some reading and discovered that coldblood females are able to stretch the birthing canal to great lengths, to accommodate the cocooning wings. As you are not a coldblood, I do not imagine you have evolved such specified adaptations.”

      I stared at him. “No, Kaido. No birth talk… ever.”

      “Might I suppose from your tone that my suspicions are correct? Did you suffer a trauma of the womb or cervix, or perhaps some unexpected tearing—is that why you do not wish to disclose the information? My interest is purely scientific.”

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Still no, Kaido. Not ever. You’ll have to have your suspicions and be satisfied with them.”

      “I might be able to write a journal on the topic, to assist the birthing process of future hybrids.”

      “There won’t be any,” I shot back, Ezra’s cruel face flickering into my head. “We’re not talking about this anymore, okay?”

      He dropped his gaze. “I have offended you, haven’t I? Sarrask has been teaching me about social cues… I thought I was improving. It would appear I am not.”

      His words broke my heart. “I’m sorry, Kaido. You haven’t offended me. It’s just a sensitive subject. You’ve been doing really well with social cues. Honestly, I’ve noticed a difference.”

      “You have?” He brightened instantly.

      “I have.” A sudden thought exploded in my mind. “Wait… that’s it!”

      He frowned. “What is it? Expanding birthing canals?”

      “No, no—the connection between coldbloods and humans. It’s the solution we’ve been looking for,” I explained hurriedly. “The Stargazer we met told me about a permanent solution against the problem of coldbloods pursuing immortality. This connection between us has to be the thing Orfaio was talking about.”

      “Orfaio is the Stargazer?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I wanted to make sure I had my facts straight.”

      I smiled nervously. “Kaido, I’m going to need you to make me a serum that will induce more of those visions I had.”

      See Him and He will see you. That’s what Orfaio had said. I still had no clue who “He” might be, but I had a feeling it was all connected somehow. The stardust, the visions, Him—it all led toward something big. I could sense it, deep down in my bones.

      “When it comes to neurobotanical serums, Riley, I am always one step ahead,” Kaido said proudly. “I already have one prepared.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can I have a minute?” I hesitated, thinking of Navan and Nova. If Kaido put me in a trance and it went wrong, I wanted them to understand why I was doing this. Navan would never have forgiven me if I’d done something risky without telling him first.

      “I cannot give time, Riley.”

      I smiled. “I mean, can I come back here in a minute. There’s something I have to do first.”

      “Of course. I shall prepare everything in your absence, so we may continue when you return. Don’t be too long, though. The timings are very precise.”

      “Five minutes, maximum.”

      “You said one.”

      I’d forgotten how tricky figures of speech could be for him. “I promise, no more than five.”

      “Very well.”

      Darting out of the hut, I ran around the side of the house and slipped back through the front door. Jareth and Navan had disappeared from the kitchen, and the others seemed to have followed suit, busying themselves with their own personal tasks. Through the ceiling, I could hear the faint sound of arguing. The voices were hard to make out.

      Seraphina was the only one left in the kitchen, sitting on the bench with Nova. My daughter was fussing despite Seraphina’s attempt to quiet her, the baby’s cheeks red with frustration. A wail shivered from her throat, the sound of a hungry, fed-up little girl.

      “This little one was just wondering where her mama had gotten to,” Seraphina said. “I would have handed her to Navan, so as not to disturb you, but he and his father are in the middle of a… dispute.”

      I looked up at the ceiling. “That’s them?”

      “They’ve been at it since you left with Kaido. They can’t seem to agree on anything. I cannot say I’m surprised—that has always been their way. Jareth has always wished Navan were more like him, and Navan has always wished he were less so.”

      I took Nova from Seraphina, wandering over to the box of sweetblood bottles we’d brought in from the ship when we first landed. There were several smaller, decanted vials clattering together. I picked one up and carried it back over to the kitchen bench, where I sat down beside Seraphina. This was going to take longer than five minutes. Kaido was going to be mad at me when I returned to the hut, but Nova was more important than any scary excursion into my imaginative subconscious.

      “Sorry for leaving her with you for so long,” I said, dripping the golden liquid into my daughter’s eager mouth. In between sips, I took three drops for myself, feeling the perpetual dull ache of my addiction fade away. With each day that passed, it bothered me less.

      “I do not mind, dear Riley. I know all of you are under a great deal of strain.”

      “Still, it makes me feel so guilty, leaving her all the time.”

      “You mustn’t. There is a much bigger picture here. She would understand if she could, I am certain of it.”

      I glanced at my friend, wondering again if I should tell her the truth about Orfaio’s glimpse into Vysanthe’s possible future. Once more, fear of ruining the whole thing held me back. I wanted, so badly, for her to become the leader of this nation. If I destroyed that chance, I’d never be able to forgive myself.

      “I’m going to take her up to Navan, see if I can break up their spat,” I said, knowing that if I stayed a moment longer, I’d blurt everything out.

      She nodded. “I will be waiting here if you need me for anything. I thought I might attempt to prepare something for you, your friends, and Stone. There is plenty of blood for us Vysantheans, but I felt an urge to see what I could make with the rations from the ship. Perhaps I am nesting—giving in to my maternal instincts.”

      “I think that sounds delicious.” Still dripping the sweetblood into Nova’s mouth, I got up from the bench and headed upstairs, following the sound of raised voices to Kaido’s room. Jareth had commandeered it for himself, but, to my surprise, he hadn’t touched any of his son’s beloved plants. They crowded the room, same as before.

      “You have a willing team at your disposal, Navan. I do not, and cannot, see the problem!” Jareth snapped. “Do not be weak. How many times have I taught you that?”

      “It isn’t weakness to care, Father.”

      He snorted. “Of course it is. That is the very root of weakness. Do you think I would have wound up in a prison, had I not chosen to care? My love for my family resulted in me making catastrophic errors in judgment, Navan. Do not forget that. Weakness is weakness, no matter the intention behind it.”

      “That’s typical of you, Father—blaming us for your mistakes.”

      “Oh, don’t be so juvenile, Navan,” Jareth fired back.

      “How about you both stop being juvenile?” My voice cut through their argument, silencing them in an instant. From the looks on their faces, they hadn’t even realized I’d entered the room. “You can’t keep doing this, getting into petty squabbles that don’t matter. I know you don’t always see eye-to-eye, but what family does? If we’re going to get this job done quickly and efficiently, we need you to collaborate. No more fighting.”

      Jareth folded his arms across his chest. “I was merely trying to highlight my son’s resources to him, as he seems unwilling to utilize them.”

      “My friends aren’t ‘resources,’ Father.”

      “Stop it, before you end up in another slinging match,” I warned. “What’s the matter here?”

      “We’ve hit a snag,” Navan replied.

      Jareth nodded. “We require a live specimen in order to create the anti-elixir. We must capture an immortal coldblood and take a sample from them, which we can then reverse engineer.”

      “Can’t you take a small sample from Nova?” I hated saying it, but if it saved millions then I’d allow it. The very smallest of samples, no more.

      “Having Nova’s blood is not enough to create a formula that will eradicate the immortality. I need to see how the elixir works within the genetic makeup, and how it mutates the cells. I need to see the synergy and symbiosis between elixir and host,” Jareth replied. “However, my son does not wish to send anyone to retrieve said live specimen, so we are at something of an impasse.”

      Navan glowered at his father. “Sending our people over to the North would be a suicide mission. I’m not having anyone’s death on my conscience.”

      “Weakness, Navan—you cannot show weakness!” Jareth snapped.

      “What if we didn’t have to go to the North to fetch a specimen?” I asked. “What if we could find one right here, in the South?”

      Jareth sneered. “Heading into the perimeter of the warzone would be far more dangerous than sneaking into the North. If Navan didn’t appreciate my plan, he is not going to agree with yours.”

      “I can speak for myself, Father.”

      “I don’t mean the perimeter,” I explained.

      Jareth frowned. “One of the sleepers, then? They are out in the tundra—there are guard ships and mist ships everywhere. You would be unconscious before you could capture anyone.”

      “If you’ll let me finish,” I said tersely. “We overheard the queens mentioning a plan to capture Lazar, so they could get him to make an elixir for them. He’s taken the elixir himself—he’s one of the immortals.”

      Navan nodded. “Yeah, I remember hearing snippets of that over Ronad’s transmission frequency.”

      “So, we intercept Lazar and steal him from the queens.” I smiled, feeling pleased. It would still be a dangerous mission, but nowhere near as risky as heading into the immediate battlefield or trying to evade the mist ships to snatch a sleeping immortal.

      “Didn’t I say this one was remarkable?” Jareth enthused. “I’m not one for interspecies relations, as you know, but you could not have picked a better example of alien intellect. Remarkable… simply remarkable.” His gaze flitted to Nova.

      Navan ignored him. “If we can somehow cut off the ship carrying Lazar, and make it seem like the rebels’ doing, we’ll have our live specimen… and a family reunion we can all enjoy.” He cast an amused glance at his father, whose expression darkened for a moment.

      “If it worked at the palace, it might just work again,” I replied. Now, how to broach the subject of me sinking into a trance, in the hopes of enticing visions into my brain?

      I was about to start explaining my plans with Kaido, when unfamiliar voices drifted up the stairs toward the bedroom. A chill of terror bristled through my body, rooting me to the spot. The voices were low and masculine, and it sounded like there were a lot of them. Without waiting for Navan or his father, I crept out onto the landing and peered over the banister. There was no other way out of the house from the upper floor. If we were being attacked, we’d have to fight our way out. Clutching Nova tighter, I turned over my shoulder to look at Navan. He seemed more puzzled than scared as he joined me.

      Harko was standing by the open front door, beckoning in a gang of imposing coldbloods. They all stood well over six feet, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. There was a uniformity to them that was almost comical, though each had a small flair of individuality.

      A growl of displeasure rumbled in Navan’s throat. “That idiot,” he muttered.

      “What? Who are they?”

      “My brothers.” He pointed at each one as they entered the main space of Sarrask’s cottage. “That’s Rethela, the eldest. He works in universal diplomacy, which means he sits on his ass all day, doing nothing.”

      The brother in question was even taller than Navan, with biceps the size of my head. On the left side of his face, above a partially shaven eyebrow, he had a tattoo inked in deep purple. It looked like a spiky wolf, which I was willing to bet was supposed to be a frostfang. His dark hair was long and curly, swept back in a casual fashion. I had a feeling this was the heartbreaker of the bunch, his eyes a paler, more piercing blue than Navan’s.

      “That’s Garrik.” Navan gestured to the next one, who was shorter than Rethela, and stockier in build. He was still over six foot, with a barrel chest and a severe haircut. Beneath the fuzzy hair of his shaven scalp, black tribal tattoos swirled in a pattern that made it look like the inking was his hair. His eyes were much darker than the others’, his expression perpetually stern.

      “The intelligence officer, right? The one who worked with Ronad when he was in special ops?”

      Navan smiled. “That’s the one.”

      “And who’s he?” I pointed to the third Idrax brother who’d walked through the door. He looked almost identical to Harko, the two of them sharing a mischievous demeanor and a questionable mohawk. “Is he Harko’s twin?”

      Navan shrugged. “In a way, I suppose.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, due to the way coldblood females can postpone pregnancies, sometimes two eggs get fertilized at the same time. But the woman doesn’t always have to have them at the same time, if you know what I mean. Our mother postponed Lojak for a while, so she wouldn’t be overwhelmed.”

      “So, that’s Lojak?”

      “Yeah, he’s a ship mechanic. He was always smashing things up and putting them back together again. Used to drive Father crazy. Isn’t that right?” He glanced at Jareth, who looked less than impressed by the onslaught of his progeny.

      “Indeed, most perplexing when one is looking for a particular machine, only to find it in pieces on the floor of Lojak’s bedroom. There were countless promises of ‘It will be good as new when I’m done, I swear.’ As you can imagine, he was not so skilled back then—there were many items I had to throw in the garbage.”

      I chuckled, gesturing to the last brother. “So, by a process of careful deduction, that must be Szayan?”

      “The medic,” Navan added. Szayan had sharp features where everyone else’s were broad, and though he was almost as tall as Rethela, he didn’t have the muscle mass of the others. His hair was short and dark, cut in a military style, with bands of silver at his temples. He didn’t look old enough to be going gray, making me wonder if he’d dyed his hair silver on purpose. I had no idea what was fashionable on this planet.

      “It appears to be a full-fledged family reunion,” Jareth said dryly. “All we are missing is my brother, and the picture will be complete.” I noticed he didn’t mention the absence of Naya or Lorela. Perhaps his wife’s newfound hatred of him and the loss of his daughter were still too raw to talk about.

      “Yeah, but what the hell are they doing here?” Navan muttered, any cheer dissipating. He stormed down the staircase, stopping in front of Harko. Somehow, I had a feeling this was going to get ugly.

      “Sorry, did we interrupt your secret meeting?” Harko asked sourly.

      Their brothers fell silent. Clearly, this discord between the two of them was well-known in the family.

      Navan narrowed his eyes. “What in Rask’s name do you think you’re doing?”

      “What does it look like? I’ve invited our brothers here to join the cause.”

      “Without saying a word to any of us? No offense, guys, but we have no idea where everyone’s loyalty lies. You always do this, Harko. You never think things through. You’re always running off, doing what you want, not giving a crap about anyone but yourself.”

      Harko looked stung. “At least I don’t think I’m above everyone else.”

      “You know that isn’t true,” Navan hissed. He gestured to the rest of his brothers. “This was incredibly stupid, Harko, even for you.”

      “Wait a minute, Navan. Maybe this is for the best.” Bashrik intervened, rushing out of the lounge to stand in the way. Angie followed him out, looking red-cheeked and sheepish.

      “How?”

      “Right now, we need all the help we can get, especially when it comes to brute strength,” he explained. “We need people who can fight, and who are strong. That’s one thing the Idrax boys have always had in spades—a fighting spirit and a mean left hook.”

      “Although, we’re going to need a lot more pillows if everyone is sleeping on the floor,” Ronad chimed in, appearing in the main doorway. His face was streaked with oil, his hands filthy. I guessed he’d been outside looking at Sarrask’s and Kaido’s ships, giving them a onceover to make sure they were airworthy.

      Lauren appeared from the blind spot beneath the banister, giving me a fright as she stepped up to meet the Idrax clan. “One of you works in medicine, don’t you?” she said hopefully.

      Szayan broke away from his brothers. “I am a field surgeon and former royal physician.” He was soft-spoken, his voice drifting up to me like a poetic whisper.

      “Any chance yer good at fixin’ gammy eyes?” Stone stepped out from the same place as Lauren. “Yer man Kaido’s done a grand ol’ job o’ easin’ the burn, but if yer proper qualified then that’d be close to a miracle.”

      “If the damage has not reached too deeply into the tissues, I might be able to repair your eye,” Szayan confirmed. “I will have to take a closer look, whenever you are ready.”

      “Ah, Doc, give it a squint now. Sooner the better if there’s rottin’ to be done.”

      Szayan gave an amusing little bow. “Very well. Perhaps we may look over it in my ship. It is parked just outside and has all my equipment inside.”

      Stone put his arm around Lauren’s shoulders and gave a genuine grin. “Lead the way, me good man!”

      “Kaido is here?” Rethela said gruffly, once Stone, Szayan, and Lauren had exited the cottage.

      I sprang to his defense, since he wasn’t here to defend himself. “Yes, he is, and if you don’t like that you can leave.”

      The eldest brother laughed, looking up at me. “I know you. You’re the pet, right? The one from the wedding?”

      “She isn’t a pet, Rethela,” Navan interjected sharply. “Guys, I’d like to introduce you to my wife, Riley. And this is our child, Nova.”

      Tentatively, I moved around the edge of the banister and came down the staircase toward them. A sea of eyes stared at the baby in my arms, scrutinizing me closely. Jareth followed, his presence somehow keeping them in line. It was hard to know what they really wanted to say about us, but I was well aware of the Southern stance on interspecies couples.

      “She’s a pretty little thing.” Garrik broke the ice, his stern face morphing into a mask of hearty cheer. He reached out for her. “Can I hold her? I’ve been trying to get my girlfriend to think about kids, but she’s having none of it. Can’t even get her to marry me.”

      “Be careful with her,” I said, handing Nova to him.

      “No worries, Riley. And hey, congrats on the wedding. Where did you have it?”

      “It was a little ceremony, out in space,” Navan replied, smiling proudly.

      Garrik nodded. “Cool, well, maybe if we win this thing and get ourselves a fair government, we can have a party or something to celebrate your union.”

      “I like the sound of that.” I looked at Navan, knowing our friends would definitely appreciate another ceremony to celebrate our marriage.

      “Does she have red wings?” Lojak peered over Garrik’s shoulder. “That’s mega-cool.”

      As Navan supervised our daughter being handed between all of her newly arrived uncles, I kept a close eye on Rethela. He seemed nice enough, but his comment about Kaido had irked me. If any of them thought they could treat Kaido like crap and get away with it, under this roof, they had another thing coming. Thinking about the sweet, peculiar coldblood, I cursed under my breath. He was probably still waiting for me, wondering where the hell I was. I’d been gone way longer than five minutes.

      Maybe he had seen the influx of brothers and decided to stay in his hut? Surely, he wouldn’t be too angry with me. Either way, I was going to have to make my excuses and get back to Kaido’s makeshift lab before he gave up on me completely.

      “Navan?” I tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Yes, my love?”

      “I’m just heading outside to work on something with Kaido. I won’t be too long.”

      He looked concerned. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, we’re just trying out some serums.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “Orfaio stuff?”

      I nodded. “Orfaio stuff.”

      “Is it safe?”

      “Kaido would never put me in danger,” I promised, though I wasn’t entirely certain. “If anything happens, he’ll come and get you.”

      “He’d better.”

      I leaned up and kissed him on the lips, savoring the sensation. Realizing we had an audience, I pulled away, seeking out my daughter and planting a tender kiss on her cheek. She giggled happily, punching her tiny fists into Rethela’s chest. Despite the eldest brother’s reservations, he seemed completely smitten with Nova. There was no escaping her charm.

      “I love you, Nova. Mommy won’t be gone long,” I whispered, heading out the door.

      Making the short journey around the side of the house, moving toward the hut and every terrifying possibility it possessed, I realized that the only Stargazer premonitions that hadn’t yet been fulfilled were mine and Ronad’s.

      “Hey, you okay?” Ronad hurried to catch up. Speak of the devil.

      “Yeah, I’m just helping Kaido out with some experiments. Too much brotherly love for you in there?”

      He laughed. “Something like that. Since Naya, me and the boys haven’t really been the best of friends. I don’t think they liked it when I accused their father of murder—didn’t exactly make me popular.”

      “This might be a good way to patch things up.”

      “You think?”

      I grinned. “Hey, we’re all going to have to get pretty close for the foreseeable future, so you might as well get something useful out of it.”

      “I suppose,” he mused. “Anyway, what kind of experiments are you getting up to?”

      I shrugged. “Not sure yet. I’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Can I come?”

      “Not this time, Ro. Sorry.” I offered an apologetic smile. He seemed more like himself, and the last thing I wanted to do was push him away when we were taking steps to tighten our friendship.

      “Fair enough. Well, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, eh?” He leaned in and gave me an awkward hug, a strange tone in his voice. With that, he turned and bounded away, disappearing back into the house, leaving me reeling with confusion. What part did he have to play in all of this?

      More than ever, I wondered how the pieces of this puzzle were going to fit together in the end.
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      Worried about Ronad, I made my way back to Kaido’s hut. Opening the door, I found Kaido perched on a stool, gazing through a microscope at the glowing petal of one of his plants, one hand scribbling notes while the other gently moved the petal this way and that. He didn’t look up as I entered, so I waited, giving him a moment with his study subject.

      “I thought you had decided against the experiment,” he said at last, one eye still fixed on the microscope lens. “I came to the house to see if I had offended you in some way. I did not expect to see my brothers there. I am sure you can understand why I felt it necessary to retreat back here to wait for you.”

      I nodded. “I thought that might be the case when you didn’t come to the cottage to see what was going on. Either that, or I figured you were mad at me for staying longer than five minutes.”

      “Indeed, I was somewhat frustrated by your tardiness, but once I saw my brothers I understood why you had been detained.”

      “Do you get along with any of them?”

      He looked at me blankly. “They have never wished to associate themselves with me, so I have respectfully kept my distance. It has always been easier to avoid them than to endure their torments. ‘Crabweed’ is not a name I wish to be called again—it took me a great deal of care to get Sarrask to stop.” He smiled abruptly. “I suppose you could say that I ‘get along’ with Sarrask these days. And Navan and Bashrik seem to tolerate me more than they did.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve had to grow up in a place like this,” I said.

      “Where else should I have grown up?” he replied. “I am a Vysanthean. Our species is isolated on this planet. I could not have been born anywhere else. Any alteration in the timing and a very different person would have been gifted with life instead of me.”

      I smiled. “I just meant… I’m sorry you’ve been treated the way you have, by everyone around you. It’s not right.”

      “It is Vysanthe.”

      “That still doesn’t make it right.”

      He shrugged. “Never mind, one day I shall write my thesis on the Stardust Principle and nobody will care about my peculiarities anymore. They will see my intellectual mind, instead of what is broken. Perhaps, in seeing my successes, they will strive to change the law of extinguishing coldbloods who are born with my particular affliction.”

      “You aren’t broken, Kaido,” I assured him. “But I hope, one day, things do change here.” I thought again of Seraphina, and the hope she might bring to the future of the Vysanthean people. All of them, “peculiar” ones included.

      “Are you ready for the experiment?” Kaido asked. “We ought to get on with it before the potency of the serum expires.”

      I nodded. “Hook me up.”

      Sitting me in the nauseating chair, he attached two nodes to the sides of my head and more across my chest. A screen beeped on the workbench, showing my heartbeat. Another image showed a three-dimensional map of my brain, each part lit up like a Christmas tree.

      “Try and relax as much as you can. It is much harder to insert a needle through tense muscle,” Kaido instructed.

      “And here I was, thinking you were trying to calm me down,” I teased.

      “Are you panicked?”

      I shook my head. “No, I was joking. Sorry, I’ll shut up.”

      “It would be easier if you did not distract me with unrelated conversation.”

      I stifled a giggle, drawing my fingers across my lips like a zipper.

      He frowned. “Are you thirsty? Do you require hydration?”

      “No, Kaido… never mind. I’m ready for the serum when you are.”

      Retrieving a syringe from the top drawer of his workbench, he brought it over and slipped the sharp tip beneath the surface of my skin without a word of warning. Slowly, he pressed down on the plunger, the bright liquid disappearing inside my body. Well, there was no going back now. Soon enough, it would reach my brain… and, hopefully, the visions would follow.

      A split second later, my eyes closed, and yet my eyesight continued. It seemed to sharpen, a searing fire coursing through my muscles. My mouth felt dry and tingly, my teeth itching, my brain sparking with white-hot electricity, as though someone had set my very cells alight. It was a familiar sensation, bringing me back to the basement lab in the Idrax house, where Kaido had first pushed the vision-inducing serum through my body. I’d forgotten just how painful it was.

      A million thoughts and images bombarded my skull, pounding at my temples until I thought my brain might explode. As before, some of the visions were memories from my past, while others I didn’t recognize. Past, present, future, all swirling in one vortex.

      I saw burning planets with towering infernos engulfing civilizations I’d never seen before. A thousand different species whizzed past in a tunnel of faces, their mouths open in silent screams. Jean and Roger waved to me from the front porch of our house, only their skin had blackened like charcoal, the flesh peeling away from their bodies in rising ashes. Rushing along, I saw the heads of my friends stuck on pikes along the entrance to Gianne’s palace, their hollow eyes turned outward in accusation: Angie, Lauren, Stone, Ronad, Xiphio, Mort. On the ground below, ten bodies lay in a neat row—the Idrax brothers and their father. Navan’s face was in the dirt, while Bashrik’s looked upward, his body beginning to collapse into dust.

      A swirl of shadow and embers tore through my mind, the images shifting, twisting upward like a tornado in a Texan summer. The fearsome darkness gave way to an icy palace, where a coldblood sat on a throne with a crown of jagged icicles balanced on his head. I’d seen this strange man a few times now, a familiarity still resonating in my mind—an understanding that I couldn’t put my finger on, no matter how hard I tried. Was this Him?

      His face was fuzzier than it had been in previous visits, and though I knew his eyes were pitch black, with the tiniest flicker of fire where the pupils should be, I couldn’t get myself to look at them. It was like two poles meeting, pushing my gaze away. He rose from his throne and walked toward me down a glinting path of silvered ice. There were no swords this time, but I felt the heat of fire on my face as he neared. I tried to scream, but no sound came out.

      The figure paused close to where my frozen figure stood. I fought to look at him, but his features were blurred. I could make out his mouth, opening in a mournful expression, but only fire emerged. Suddenly, he raised his wrists. I turned away, thinking he was going to strike me, the way he’d tried to do with the swords. When no blow came, I turned back. A swirl of shadows dissipated to reveal two cuffs of solid gold, gripped to his wrists. They were peppered with strange designs, emblems carved into the gold. Somehow, deep down, I got the feeling they were curses—complex enchantments intended to keep the cuffs locked and the prisoner in chains.

      The last Vysanthean god, a voice whispered in my mind. It half belonged to me and half belonged to a stranger, the echo of their voice chiming off the sound of mine like an afterthought. The cuffs were stolen from the Museum of the Universe. Stone was the one who took them. It is as Xiphio told you. A vague memory came rushing back, of Xiphio labeling Stone’s crimes. Sure enough, he’d told us that the ambaka had swiped a pair of priceless handcuffs from the museum, hoping to sell them to the highest bidder. Did Stone still have those cuffs? I needed to find out.

      Gathering my courage, I forced the image of the shadowy king to clear. The vision sharpened for a moment. His eyes locked with mine, the fiery embers within searing into my soul. A moment later, my body disintegrated. Agonizing pain tore through every nerve ending, the inner blaze burning me up. This had happened before, the last time I’d tried to hold his gaze. It was like my body was rejecting the strength of the icy king’s glare, unable to endure it. Looking down, I saw my skin turn to ash, the gray petals fluttering away on an unseen breeze. I opened my mouth to scream, but again, no sound came out—an unwelcome case of déjà vu.

      My eyes sprang open, my lungs clawing for breath.

      “Riley?” Kaido leaned into view, his brow furrowed.

      “Here…” I wheezed.

      “Did you have the visions?”

      I dragged oxygen into my lungs, tearing the nodes off my head. “Give me a minute, Kaido.”

      “My apologies.” He backed off, watching me from his stool.

      A few minutes later, my breathing returned to normal, my heartrate slowing. Unlike the last time Kaido had tried these experiments on me, I could remember everything I’d seen. The images were blurry and unclear, but my mind clung to them, retaining the sensations they’d dredged up. I shuddered at the thought of my friends’ heads on pikes, willing away that particular vision.

      They’re all possible futures, I thought. Not premonitions, just possibilities.

      “How are you feeling? Can you tell me anything about what you saw?” Kaido launched into science-mode, lifting out a pad so he could make notes.

      “The images were really fuzzy this time,” I said, sitting forward in the chair. “My mind has retained them, for the most part, but the actual visions were blurry and unclear. I don’t know what any of it means.”

      He frowned. “The serum hasn’t changed. I just added a hint of the stardust.”

      “Maybe that’s the reason I can remember the visions this time,” I suggested.

      “Is that not what you were seeking to accomplish?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not enough. I can’t explain in detail but… I was told that I have to be able to see ‘Him,’ so ‘He’ will see me… And I couldn’t see Him properly. I couldn’t hold His gaze for longer than a split second. My body felt like it was rejecting the whole thing, trying to protect me from His eyes.”

      Kaido tapped his chin. “I have another idea that I can try, if it is a clearer image you want, but I will require a day to figure out the complexities. You must go. There is no time to waste,” he urged, dragging me up from the chair and practically shoving me out of the hut in exasperation. Clearly, I’d outstayed my welcome. Kaido didn’t like to be wrong, and I’d pretty much told him his serum had been useless. I wanted to reassure him that he’d done a good job, but the hut door had already slammed in my face.

      Turning, I was startled to find Ronad standing right in front of me, looking shifty. He’d clearly been eavesdropping, and now he didn’t know what to do with himself. He shuffled awkwardly, shoving his hands in his pockets.

      “Did you hear anything interesting?” I asked, frowning. I figured his sudden interest had something to do with his piece of the puzzle, putting me right in the center of things once again. That wasn’t where I wanted to be.

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t listening in, I was just waiting for you to come out.”

      “You couldn’t have done that in the house?”

      “It seemed easier to stand here and wait,” he said sheepishly. “I needed a bit of fresh air, that’s all. Figured I could kill two birds with one stone.”

      “Have you been told to eavesdrop on me?”

      He looked up in alarm. “No.”

      “Not that you could tell me, anyway, right?”

      “Like I say, I was just waiting for you to come out,” he insisted.

      “Well, I need to go and speak to Stone and Lauren about something. You can come with me if you want,” I said, thinking over the weird voice in my head telling me about the last Vysanthean god. Stone had to know more about those cuffs, and Lauren had read just about everything in Brisha’s library. Surely, there’d been a book in there about the old Vysanthean gods.

      “Actually, there is something I need to speak to you about first,” he admitted. “It’s why I was waiting.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Bashrik was helping me repair some of the systems in Sarrask’s and Kaido’s ships, and we picked up a glitch on the radar while you were… well, in the middle of your experiment,” Ronad said guiltily. “I was just waiting for you to be finished, so I could let you know.”

      “Let me know what?”

      “The glitch was coming from a tiny vessel, flying low to the ground, moving through barren wasteland. I hacked into the frequency, and we heard the crew talking—it was the ship carrying Lazar. The queens have successfully snatched him from the North, and Navan and some of his brothers have gone to intercept.”

      I gaped at him. “Already? Why didn’t you wake me up?” I looked up and realized the sun was low in the sky. “Wait… how long was I out?”

      Ronad cast his eyes down. “Nearly six hours.”

      “What?!”

      “You’ve been out a long time. Anyway, they’re okay. We’ve heard from them, and they’re on course. There shouldn’t be anything to worry about.” I could hear the uncertainty in his words.

      Truth be told, I was incredibly worried. Navan had gone off to steal the queens’ most valued possession, and I’d more or less been unconscious through the whole thing. Had he come to say goodbye? I didn’t remember anyone disturbing the visions, but maybe he’d popped his head in. Knowing Kaido, he’d have chased Navan back out again, but I liked to think he’d at least attempted to say farewell. Fear bristled through my nerves, making me glad of something useful to distract my disjointed mind.

      “I’m going to speak to Stone,” I repeated, brushing past Ronad and heading for the house. It was much quieter without the horde of brothers taking up space. And yet, I missed the comfortable chatter. The silence was awful.

      “Riley? How are you feeling?” Lauren stepped out of the lounge, sipping from a mug of something hot. “You’ve been in that lab for ages.”

      I smiled. “I’m feeling okay, but I’ve got a whole lot of questions.”

      “For me?”

      “For you and for Stone, if he’s feeling up to it.”

      She nodded. “He’s just through here, playing up the suffering patient act.”

      “I hurt me eye, not me ears!” his voice chirped from the shaded living room.

      Lauren chuckled. “As you can see, he’s feeling more like himself.”

      “Could Szayan help?”

      “He did what he could and seems hopeful of Stone making a full recovery, which is good news,” she said nervously.

      “I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”

      “Aye, am keepin’ all me extremities crossed!” Stone joked, lightening the mood. It didn’t last long, my visions drawing me back to seriousness. “Now, what is it yer wantin’ to chat with me fer? I’m hopped up on a bunch o’ crazy pain meds, so if I start seein’ dancin’ imps doin’ the conga ‘round yer head and suchlike, don’t take it to heart.”

      He was sitting in an armchair, surrounded by a tangle of plant roots, looking very pleased with himself. A goofy grin turned up the corners of his lips. He held out his hands for Lauren like a petulant toddler, chuckling to himself as he tugged her into his lap. She laughed, looping her arms around his neck and slapping his hand away as it went wandering.

      “Excuse him, the coldblood medicine is having a weird effect on him,” she explained.

      “Ain’t nothin’ weird about lovin’ every morsel o’ yer lass.”

      “Who said I was your lass?”

      He nuzzled her arm. “Me greatest wishes did.”

      Lauren blushed furiously. “Come on, Stone, you’ve got to focus. Riley needs you for something.”

      “Always nice to be popular! What can I do ye for?”

      I grimaced, wondering how much use the ambaka might actually be. “I was wondering if you could tell me what you know about those handcuffs you stole from the Museum of the Universe. It’s very important that I find out as much as possible.”

      “That were one o’ me finest hours!” he said proudly. “In all o’ pirate lore, that tale is gonna go down as a perfect example o’ stealth and sophistication. Not that I class meself as a pirate—much too grand fer that title these days.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Well, ye can’t be tellin’ the authorities or ought, but I snuck in there, masqueradin’ as a regular sort o’ visitor,” he explained, whispering drunkenly. “Found one o’ them boxes they put rich dead folk in and hid inside ‘til closin’ time. Was bustin’ for a piss by the time the lights went off, mind.”

      I frowned. “You hid in a sarcophagus?”

      “Aye, that’s the one. The sarco-whatsit of some snoot from a planet I ain’t never heard of, from ages and ages ago,” he went on, slurring. “Man, he were fusty smellin’. Never thought I’d get that hum out me nostrils. Anyways, the lights went off, place were closed down for end o’ business, all kinds of junk hawked in the giftshop. I sneaks out and creeps for the rare artifacts room. Ye’d think, if they didn’t want their best loot nabbed, they’d not put it all in one place, but hey—I ain’t gonna complain.

      “So, I gets into this rare thingamajigs room and has a looky-see at what’s what. Spots the cameras, keeps away from ‘em. Sniffs out the security barriers and all that, makin’ sure no one can pin it to me. In all o’ pirate history, no one’s ever nicked ought from that museum.” He paused, grinning. “Right in front o’ me, I see these stonkin’ great golden thingies and know I wants ‘em. They look easy to carry, and they’re tucked all neat in a camera blind spot. Perfect pickings. I know they’ll fetch a grand ol’ price on the darkstar, ‘specially if they’ve locked up someone good.”

      “Did you find out who they’d been used on?” I pressed.

      He nodded. “Oh, aye, first thing I found out. Museum were harpin’ on about how these here cuffs were dead special ‘cause they’d been used on some poor Vysanthean bastard—their last god, or somethin’ like that. Now, I figures the museum makes up a whole host o’ tall tales like that, to make their stuff seem all valuable and interesting. Mystique, I think folk call it? Well, them cuffs didn’t seem like ought to me, so I pinched ‘em and got meself out o’ there sharpish. Froze a couple o’ guards and went home happy as ye like. Knew I could spin me own yarn to sell ‘em.”

      “Do you remember anything else? Do you remember who you sold them to?”

      He shook his head. “Nah, long time ago now. Can’t remember me own breakfast, let alone me former clientele. Might have a list o’ them somewhere but can’t promise ought.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yer really squishin’ me buzz here, Ri,” he complained, with a smirk. He gasped suddenly, lurching forward with Lauren in his arms. “Ach, aye, now that yer mention it, there was one other thing.”

      “What?”

      “There were this nasty paintin’ behind the pillow-thingie that them cuffs were sittin’ pretty on,” he continued. “Some dusty Vysanthean king with his caboose on a mighty big throne. Shards stickin’ out o’ his head. Looked like he were in a palace made o’ ice. He had these creepy, pitch-black eyes. I remember it ‘cause I were certain them eyes were followin’ me about the room; they looked like they were burnin’ from the inside out. Gave me the tingles—not the good kind—so I left it where it were. Didn’t think anyone’d want some weirdo watchin’ em. He had them cuffs on his wrists, though. Museum probably wanted to make their story look less like a barefaced fib or somethin’.”

      With a feeling of dread, I realized that Stone’s description of this Vysanthean king was exactly like the one I’d seen in my trance. The black eyes filled with burning fire. The ice palace and the crown of icicles. He was not a king—he was a god. The last Vysanthean god, clad in chains, just as the visions had shown.

      Before I could even contemplate my next move, the front door of Sarrask’s cottage crashed open. Navan and Bashrik burst in, dragging Lazar between them.
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      “Navan! Bash!” I hurried through to the kitchen, glad to see them safe. Lauren raced after me, while Angie appeared on the landing, hurtling down to throw her arms around Bashrik. I wanted to do the same with Navan, but he was having some difficulty lowering Lazar onto the kitchen bench. The one-eyed coldblood wasn’t fighting, but he wasn’t moving much either. Regardless, Navan was alive, and he was here, in one beautiful piece. It was a happy moment. Not to mention the fact that, with Lazar in our grasp, we might actually be able to develop this anti-elixir. I could practically feel Orfaio’s pieces slotting together.

      Nisha and the other Idrax brothers barreled in a second later, escorting another rebel coldblood. He wasn’t familiar to me, but it looked like they’d spread their options, taking another prisoner to use as a test subject.

      “Who’s this?” I asked Harko, who had the prisoner’s arm draped across his shoulders.

      He shrugged. “Some dude the queens had captured alongside our uncle. We thought he might be useful, so we brought him along for the ride. Rask, he put up a fight, though, this one. Didn’t want to be taken by a bunch of Idraxes, scratching and clawing like a wild throat-tearer. Reminded me of that time we had a nest of throat-tearer bats trapped in the attic; Szayan brought one of them home to study and didn’t realize he’d caught a pregnant one. Rask in a box, we had bats everywhere for weeks, do you remember?”

      Szayan rolled his eyes. “The results of my study were extremely useful, and the exterminators were called before anyone could get hurt. There was no harm done, Harko.”

      “Funny, though.”

      I was distracted by the sight of Sarrask appearing on the landing, with Seraphina in tow. I guessed that she and Angie had been keeping him company while the rest of his brothers were out on their mission. She was holding Nova, though she quickly hurried back into one of the bedrooms as she caught sight of the unruly brood that had come through the door. The brothers were fine to be around my daughter, but we had no idea who this stranger was. I was grateful to her for her quick thinking.

      Sarrask looked puzzled. “Are we back home? This doesn’t look like our childhood home.”

      “Sarrask? Where in Rask’s name have you been hiding?” Garrik asked, smiling up at his absent brother.

      “I have been looking over my geology books,” he replied, distracted. “What are you all doing here? Shouldn’t you be in your own houses?”

      “It’s a tight squeeze, right?” Lojak said. “Sorry to impose on you like this, but we can’t stay in our own homes while we’re helping these folks out. Wouldn’t want to invite any unwanted attention, y’know? We didn’t even know you were home, bro. Why didn’t you say something? Have you been hiding up there? We heard a while back that some bomb had gone off in your face—had no idea you were even alive. Glad to see it, though!”

      Sarrask frowned, visibly struggling. “Are we back home? Where are we? Why are you all in my house?” His eyes sought out mine, but there was nothing I could do for him. I offered a look of encouragement, feeling useless.

      “We’re helping these guys out,” Rethela chimed in curtly, dumping the stranger on the ground. “Father and Navan need our support, so we’re here to start a revolution. That’s what family is for, right?”

      “A revolution? You’re fighting against Queen Gianne?”

      Rethela snorted. “We’re fighting against all of them, Brother. No more tyranny, no more fear, no more biased rule. Vysanthe is going to have a government, and we’re going to be the ones to make it happen. Those rebels won’t know what’s hit them.”

      Sarrask squirmed. “Rebels? They left years ago… didn’t they?”

      “Have you been living under a rock, Brother?” Garrik teased. “It’s the queens versus the rebels, locked in a fight to the death. We’re going to level the playing field, take that sweet immortality out from under them.”

      “The queens versus… the rebels?” Sarrask faltered. “What are you all doing here, in my house?”

      “Are you feeling well?” Szayan stepped forward, concerned.

      “He was injured in the battle between the queens,” I explained hurriedly. “That bomb that exploded in his face? It caused some kind of problem with his short-term memory. He doesn’t remember much after being brought back here by Kaido, after the explosion.”

      Rethela smirked. “Old Crabweed did a crappy job fixing him up, by the looks of it.”

      “Call him that again, and it will be the last thing you say,” I warned.

      He sneered. “Where is the little reptile, anyway?”

      I glowered at him. “None of your business.”

      “I will take a look at Sarrask later, if there is time,” Szayan said solemnly. “Brain injuries are notoriously difficult to amend, but I will do what I can for him. I doubt there was anything Kaido could have done to make it better.” He flashed a pointed look at his eldest brother. “If I perform some tests, I can at least gauge the limits of his retention.”

      “Thank you, Szayan,” I said, relaxing a little.

      “Right now, we need to get Lazar to Father so he can begin to reverse engineer the elixir,” Navan urged. To my surprise, he seemed conflicted at the thought of offering his uncle up as nothing more than a test specimen. Lazar wasn’t all bad, our past disputes aside.

      I nodded. “I’ll come with you.”

      “Make sure you secure that prisoner,” he instructed, turning to his brothers.

      “We will,” Garrik replied. “Might put him in one of the rooms on your ship, Szayan, if you don’t mind?”

      “Not at all,” the medic replied.

      “Good, that should keep him out of our way, whoever he is.” Navan sighed, shouldering Lazar’s full weight. Helping him back to his feet, he carried Lazar over to the staircase and carried him up toward the landing. We passed Sarrask, who continued to squirm in confusion.

      He grasped my wrist. “Riley?” he whispered. “You came here a few days ago, didn’t you? You went away, and then you came back, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I can’t remember you coming here. I can’t remember my brothers arriving. Everything is so fuzzy.”

      I removed his hand from my wrist and held it for a moment. “Your memory is coming back, bit by bit. Soon enough, everything will be clear again. Kaido and Szayan are taking care of you, and I don’t think you could be in better hands.”

      He frowned, tears of frustration glittering in his eyes. “I pray you’re right.”

      “Go down and speak to Szayan, see what he can do for you,” I urged, eager to follow Navan into the room where he’d taken his uncle. I didn’t want to see the experiments, or watch Lazar suffer. I just wanted to hear everything Lazar had to say about Ezra and Aurelius.

      “Perhaps… yes, my brother is a doctor… maybe he can make things less hazy.”

      I watched him head down the stairs in a daze, before hurrying into the nearby room. Lazar sat in a chair, slumped against the back, his breathing sharp and short. Jareth stood on the opposite side of the bedroom, by the window, toying with the frond of an overgrown plant. Neither of the brothers seemed to want to look at one another. There was a wariness between them, a bristling tension.

      “Nice of you to join us, Brother.” Jareth was the first to speak, while Lazar collected himself.

      “I’m sorry, was I supposed to get an invite to this family reunion?” he shot back. “Wouldn’t be the first list I’ve been left off, now, would it?”

      “No need to be sour, Brother. It’s not my fault you chose to embarrass the family name with betrayal and deceit.”

      Lazar chuckled coldly. “And yet, here you are, fighting against the establishment whose ass you have been kissing since you were a boy. Anyone would think you were trying to copy me. What would our parents say, if they could see you now? Two disappointments.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Jareth snorted. “And you are the one gifted with mimicry, Lazar. I have heard of what you have done with the immortality elixir. It would seem years of following me around, stealing my ideas and eavesdropping on my concepts, have paid off for you, at last. You copied me. You took my theory, got lucky, and pilfered the credit for yourself.”

      “No, I applied logic and fastidious study—something you would not understand,” Lazar replied. “The theory might have been yours in the end, Jareth, but you stole the spark of it from other alchemists. Alchemists who were better than you but lacked your name and your power. Those who would not dare to speak up against you when you stole their glory from them.”

      He smirked. “I see your jealousy, Lazar. You know there is no truth in your words, only the bitter envy of a washed-up rebel whose cause has faded.”

      “You think I am jealous? I proved your theory, Jareth. I’m not a petty man, but the thought of doing what you couldn’t did bring me a good deal of satisfaction. You cannot imagine how many times I pictured you receiving the news, and let the twisted mask of your envious face lighten my spirit.”

      It was amusing to see the two brothers acting like squabbling siblings, each trying to get the upper hand. I imagined this was a practiced back-and-forth, developed over years of rivalry. I just had to look at the behavior between Navan and his brothers to see the same actions mirrored in them. Some might get along better than others, but there were some for whom the rivalry would never end. The fact that Jareth seemed to favor Navan, even after everything that had happened, had to be a source of irritation for the other Idrax boys. Harko sprang to mind.

      “A stroke of luck and circumstance, nothing more,” Jareth replied with forced nonchalance. “Anyone could have completed the elixir if they’d had knowledge of my work and my theory, and been given the right snippets of information. I am certain you did not do it alone.”

      Lazar smiled. “There was a notebook, I confess, but I was the one to piece everything together. Besides, I am no glory hunter. I don’t care if my name ends up in the history books, unlike you. Hasn’t that always been your dream, Brother?”

      “Nobody will remember you.”

      Lazar shrugged. “I told you, I don’t care for accolades. All I want is for the future of Vysanthe to be a peaceful one. Once the queens are overthrown, the rebels will ensure that all citizens become immortal. There will be no death, no pain, no injury, no disease. Fighting will end as a result. Peace will reign. I am certain it will happen.”

      “Uncle, you keep waiting for the rebels to do good. You keep waiting for certain conditions to be met before we can have peace on this planet,” Navan interjected. “What if you’ve been duped? What if those conditions will never be met? Do you think Ezra and Aurelius will let civilians live, if they refuse to bow and scrape to their new leaders?”

      “I believe they will do right by our nation. I believe they will give immortality to everyone.”

      “Then you’re a fool, Uncle. As long as the coldbloods—rebel and queen alike—wish to become more powerful than they already are, there will always be a barrier standing in the way of true equality on Vysanthe. Only a complete change in leadership, the kind that works for everyone, can bring about that kind of peace, not false promises and synthetic eternity.”

      Lazar glanced at his nephew. “That is your opinion. I know better.”

      I couldn’t wrap my head around his stubbornness, his constant refusal to accept that Ezra and Aurelius might not be telling the complete truth. They wanted superiority, not peace. I feared it would be a long time before Lazar had his eyes opened.

      “Well, whatever your idiotic opinion, we plan to redress the balance,” Jareth said coldly. “I have no love for the queens. I have no love for the rebels. I care only for the people, which is why we’re going to hand power back to them, one of these days. But first, we need to reverse the effects of this elixir you’ve made.”

      “Will it take long?” I asked.

      “I can’t give an exact timeframe, but with a sample of Lazar’s blood, we should easily be able to reverse the immortal effects,” he replied. “Since the answer to the riddle of immortality has already been solved, working backward is not difficult. Indeed, it is almost disappointing how easily immortality can be taken away.” He sighed heavily, his gaze drifting out of the bedroom window.

      I smiled. “Perhaps true immortality doesn’t exist.”

      He turned back over his shoulder, shooting me a curious look. “No, perhaps it does not.”
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      The following morning, after I left Nova asleep in the Fed ship with Seraphina, Jareth called us back into the room he was using as a laboratory. We’d requested the privacy of the Fed vessel so our daughter’s crying didn’t disturb anyone, though Seraphina had been sleeping next door in Kaido’s ship. Kaido had offered it to her so she might have some space for herself, moving himself to the hut. By the looks of Jareth, he’d been working through the night. The rest of us had slept soundly wherever we could find space, the events of the previous days taking their toll. One person stood sentinel at the door of Sarrask’s cottage, switching shifts throughout the night, in case the queens showed up. With the sun rising, and no knock at our door, it looked as though our ruse had worked. It was too early to call it, but it genuinely seemed as though we had tricked them into believing that the rebels had stolen Lazar back. I prayed they never discovered the truth.

      “Have you reversed the process?” Navan asked, staring intently at his father.

      “I have, my boy. Like I said… easy.”

      “How do we test it out? Should one of us hold Lazar while you inject him?” I wondered, glancing at Lazar, who was sleeping on the cot against the far wall. Evidently, Jareth’s brother didn’t fear being slaughtered in his sleep. Not by Jareth’s hand, anyway.

      Jareth shook his head. “No, no, it does not require a serum or an injection,” he explained, his tone frazzled. “The reversal process requires a form of immersion. The whole body must be doused and soaked through.”

      My excitement dwindled. “How are we supposed to do that?”

      “Kaido has a large tank in the living room, used to house his larger shrubs,” Jareth went on. “We must empty it of those useless weeds and fill the tank with the anti-elixir solution. A large component is water, so it should not be too difficult. Once he has been submerged, we will know if the anti-elixir works.”

      “Yes, but how are we supposed to get that to work on the rebels?”

      “The tank is a concrete means of testing the anti-elixir’s potency. Once we know the concoction actually works, all we’ll have to do is saturate the rebels in it, to get it to reverse.”

      Navan nodded in understanding. “Like the sleeping mist?”

      “Precisely.”

      “Then let’s get to work on the tank,” Navan said. “Riley, can you head downstairs and get some of my brothers to help you move the plants?”

      I thought of Kaido, feeling a twist of guilt. “No problem.”

      Leaving them to discuss the minutiae of the upcoming experiment, I sprinted across the landing and down the stairs, discovering Kaido creeping around the kitchen. He was preparing a vial for his breakfast, doing his best not to disturb his snoring brothers. I beckoned to him from the bottom step and led him into the lounge where the rest of our group were snoozing.

      “You need to help me empty that tank,” I whispered, pointing to a large glass case at the side of the room. It had a tangled tree inside, bulbous white fruit growing in the branches. A soft glow shone from the fruit, silvery veins pulsating with dim light.

      He gaped at me. “But that is my snowfruit. It requires constant supervision.”

      “Your father needs the tank for something else. I’m sorry, Kaido.”

      He nodded miserably. “I understand. Maybe it will survive in the hut for a while, if you help me carry it there. I shall have to keep the roots intact… in a bucket of water, perhaps.”

      “Whatever it takes,” I promised.

      With that, we set to work moving the snowfruit from the glass tank, tiptoeing through the kitchen with it precariously balanced between us. The biting Vysanthean wind stung at my skin, making me shiver immediately. I gritted my teeth against it, helping Kaido’s tree along to the hut. After depositing it there and leaving Kaido to um and ah about how to keep the roots alive in a selection of buckets he’d procured from his ship, I raced back to the house and pounded up the stairs.

      “The tank is empty and ready,” I gasped.

      Jareth smiled. “Excellent.”

      He moved toward his brother, who sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his eyes. Sensing the imminent threat of truly having his immortality taken away, Lazar shuffled back. Undeterred, Jareth grabbed his arm and yanked him to his feet. Navan stepped in to help, the two of them hauling Lazar out of the room and down the stairs, despite his thrashing limbs and protests.

      “You cannot do this. I am striving for peace. I must have my immortality to see it done!” he shouted, fighting the grip of Navan and his father. No matter how hard he battled against them, they were too strong.

      “Sorry, Brother. We need to know if this stuff works.”

      “Use the other man you dragged here, then!” Lazar urged. “Spare me this.”

      Navan grimaced. “There’s nothing to fear, Uncle. We’re just going to take the immortality away, that’s all. No harm will come to you.”

      “But how will you know if it has worked?” Lazar murmured. “You will have to kill me to find out.”

      “No, we won’t,” Navan promised. “We’ll take another sample of your blood afterward, to see if the elixir is still present.”

      He paused. “Do you swear it?”

      “I swear it.”

      Jareth was notably silent.

      Father and son placed a subdued Lazar inside the glass tank and began to fill it up with the liquid Jareth had been creating all night. Disturbed by the noise, those sleeping in the lounge awoke to discover what we were doing, while the Idrax brothers in the kitchen remained fast asleep. I had to hand it to them—they could sleep like the dead.

      The rest of our crew joined the production line, bringing bucket after bucket of liquid to the edge of the tank, where they poured it in. Soon enough, Lazar was completely immersed, the liquid reaching the top of the glass case. He seemed surprisingly calm, considering there was fluid all around him.

      A moment later, his eyes went wide. Panic set in, prompting him to thrash against the glass in desperation. I had a feeling the anti-elixir was starting to work. Did Lazar know his life was now on the line? It seemed like it. The immortality elixir took away the base survival instinct within a person, since there was no risk of death to contend with. Now, it looked as though that instinct had kicked back in, in a big way.

      “You will be fine, Brother. You need to calm down. We will remove you in a moment!” Jareth assured him, but it did nothing to calm his brother. He thrashed ever harder, pounding his fists against the glass. The façade splintered, a web of veined cracks appearing. As he punched the glass again, a section broke away at the very top of the case, leaving jagged teeth at the edge. The broken pieces tumbled into the tank, sinking to the bottom.

      “Does he know how to swim?” I asked. He was completely submerged and appeared to be freaking out.

      Jareth shot me a look. “He doesn’t need to know how to swim. We’ll remove him in a moment, once he has passed out! He is in no danger. Coldbloods can hold their breath for several minutes. He will easily recover, and your comments are not helpful.”

      “But he’s not holding his breath, Jareth. He’s panicking!”

      “A few moments more!” he insisted.

      “Uncle, calm down!” Navan yelled, trying to get Lazar to look at him. I didn’t know what else to do to help, and Lazar didn’t seem to be listening to anyone. His need to survive brought him up to the surface, though his legs kicked awkwardly and his arms flailed.

      He scrabbled for purchase, gripping the unbroken sides of the tank in his eagerness to escape. He pulled upward, struggling against the viscous liquid that sloughed off his body. Beneath his palms, the slippery substance sought to destabilize his grip. He was halfway out when his hands slipped, bringing his neck down hard on the jagged glass, impaling himself. I tried to get my legs to move, to run toward Lazar, but they were frozen to the spot. Everything had happened so fast, my mind and body were unable to process how quickly a life could be snuffed out. My hands wanted to reach for him, and my brain knew I had to help, but I remained stuck to the floor, unable to do a damn thing.

      Navan lunged forward with a cry of despair, hauling his uncle out of the water and onto the floor. Angie screamed, covering her mouth. Bashrik and Ronad froze, speechless, while Lauren turned her face away. Only Stone and Nisha looked directly at the tragic scene, unmoving. Blood and fluid pooled around Lazar, his eyes bugging out of his head as he choked on the liquid. It bubbled out of the gaping hole in his neck, where the shard had been. Tearing off his shirt, Navan sank to the ground, cradling Lazar on his lap as he tried to staunch the blood pouring from his uncle’s throat, but it was too late—Lazar’s immortality had been successfully washed away.
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      “Leave us,” Jareth whispered, collapsing to his knees beside his brother. “All of you, leave us.”

      “Father… I’m sorry,” Navan gasped. Jareth couldn’t look at his son. Instead, he pulled his brother toward him, rocking the dead coldblood in his arms like a child. Soon enough, his body would turn, leaving nothing but ashes. It was the least we could do, to leave Jareth to grieve until that moment came.

      “I said leave us,” Jareth hissed.

      Exchanging glances, the rest of us stumbled out into the kitchen, where the Idrax brothers were stirring. They rubbed their eyes, looking to us with surprise. Somehow, they’d slept through Lazar’s protests. Seeing all of them, I realized I couldn’t be here—I couldn’t stay in the suffocating atmosphere of this cottage a moment longer. Lazar was dead, and it was all our fault. He had never been a perfect man, but he hadn’t deserved to meet an end like that.

      Clutching my stomach, fearing I might be sick, I darted across the kitchen floor and out of the cottage. Behind me, I heard Navan’s footsteps on the flagstones, following me into the crisp morning air. The icy wind slipped beneath my clothes. I didn’t care. I needed fresh air in my lungs and sunshine on my face, to bring me back down to earth. The image of Lazar’s final moments replayed in my mind, sanity slipping away a little more with each repeat. We’d killed him. We might not have meant to, but we’d forced him into that tank, and now he was dead.

      “Riley, wait,” Navan pleaded.

      I ignored him, pressing on toward the Fed ship. Opening the hatch and storming up the gangway, I didn’t stop until I reached the room where I’d left my daughter sleeping. Seraphina was curled up nearby, my entrance waking her suddenly. Still, I focused on nothing but Nova, crossing the bedchamber and plucking her from her hovering crib, holding her tight in my arms. She was the one true reminder that there was good in this universe, regardless of the terrible things going on within it. Evil had stemmed from her innocence. In that way, I forced myself to remember that hope could spring from the darkest of places.

      “He’s dead, Navan,” I murmured into Nova’s downy hair. She sniffed, snuggling into my shoulder.

      “A terrible, tragic accident,” he replied, stepping up behind me and putting his arms around my waist. “But we can’t let it stop us from achieving what we need to.” His voice was thick with emotion, the words trembling from his lips. Peering up at his watery eyes, I could see he was just as devastated as I was. Lazar might have done some unsavory things, but he was still Navan’s family, a man who had saved us more times than he’d betrayed us.

      Seraphina frowned. “Who is dead?”

      “Lazar… There was a mishap with the tank we used, trying to find out if the anti-elixir worked,” Navan replied.

      “I’d call it more than a freaking mishap.” Shocked tears trickled down my face. I kept thinking I’d get used to the sight of blood and gore, but it never got any easier.

      “I’m so sorry,” Seraphina gasped. “I didn’t hear any commotion from the house, or I would have come immediately.”

      I sank down on a nearby chair with Nova in my arms. “There’s nothing anyone could have done.”

      “I suppose that means the anti-elixir was a success,” Seraphina said solemnly, her eyes cast down. “What an awful way to discover its fulfillment.”

      “A cruel twist of fate,” Navan agreed.

      “And what do you plan to do with the anti-elixir now?” Seraphina went on quietly. “I do not mean to sound unfeeling, but we don’t have a great deal of time to execute our plan. The queens may not have Lazar to make the elixir for them, but it will not deter them from snatching another rebel. I wouldn’t be surprised if they had sent another strike force already.”

      “You’re right. I know you’re right.” Navan sighed wearily.

      I looked to him. “I’m guessing we won’t need that much liquid for each rebel?”

      “No. Now that we know it works, we can concentrate the fluid into a much stronger potency that requires less of the base water to carry it,” he explained. “Then, we can disseminate the anti-elixir through the same means as the queens, with their sleeping mist. We can use ships to spread the liquid in a mist, across the rebel army. We’ll also need to involve our task force, to infiltrate rebel ships and douse some of the rebels by hand with… well, the equivalent of water guns.”

      If Lazar hadn’t been skewered less than five minutes ago, I would have laughed at the prospect of our allies soaking the rebels with water pistols. It was absurd. The mental image alone felt like something out of a comedy sketch. But, if it did the job, I supposed we’d end up having the last laugh.

      “Water guns?”

      Navan nodded. “The boys picked up a load of flamethrowers from Harko’s contacts yesterday. He’s certain they can be modified to hold and spray the anti-elixir. They just need to be loaded with the stuff, and they’ll be ready to go.”

      I whirled around as Bashrik staggered into the room, stooping to catch his breath, though he couldn’t have run far. The cottage was barely a minute’s walk from the parked Fed ship. His eyes were wide and panicked, showing the whites.

      “Bash?” Navan leapt toward him.

      “Jareth wanted more samples, so he sent Szayan to check on the other rebel prisoner. As soon as Szayan opened the door, the sly bastard got out,” Bashrik explained hurriedly. “Punched Szayan square in the face and made a run for it. Garrik and Lojak tried to block him off, but he got into the house. We’re pretty sure he’s still hiding in there somewhere.”

      “Keep Nova with you and keep the door to this ship locked,” Navan instructed Seraphina.

      She nodded. “Of course. Be careful, all of you.”

      We hurried back out of the Fed ship and sprinted for the house. Entering through the front door, it was clear the place had been put on lockdown. Nisha and the rest of the Idrax boys had split up, seeking out the escapee, while Angie, Lauren, Stone, and Ronad had the possible exits blocked. We brushed past them as we entered, a tense air settling across the house.

      “Who’s in the lounge?” I asked.

      “Jareth. He’s gathering Lazar’s ashes,” Ronad replied, his eyes flitting about the small cottage. How could one coldblood escape from all of us in a place like this?

      “Has anyone checked on Sarrask?”

      Lauren shook her head. “The brothers are scouring the landing, but nobody has been in or out of Sarrask’s room except Sarrask.”

      I frowned, heading for the staircase. Taking the steps two at a time, I moved across the landing and stopped at the farthest door. Rethela and Nisha were standing in front of it.

      “Is he okay?”

      Nisha nodded. “Seems to be.”

      “He hasn’t come out?”

      “He came out a few minutes ago, but darted straight back in. Think he got confused,” Rethela replied, a surprisingly empathetic note edging his words.

      “Is it okay if I go in?”

      Nisha nodded. “Go ahead. He probably needs to be calmed down.”

      I knocked on the door. Without waiting for a reply, I pushed it open and stepped inside. Sarrask was sitting in the middle of his bed, his nose buried in a geology book. He seemed completely oblivious, but that wasn’t exactly a shock. He’d probably remembered there was an escapee in the house and forgotten again. The previous evening, Szayan had told us that he’d tried a couple of things to get Sarrask’s memory back, or improved at any rate, but only time would tell whether they had worked. From the looks of him, we were going to have to wait a little longer.

      Undeterred, I wandered around Sarrask’s room, yanking open the doors to his closet and dresser, just to be sure. He looked at me nervously for a moment or two, before returning to his book. The place was empty. Sarrask was the only one here.

      “What’s going on down there?” he asked, as I came to a halt, putting my hands on my hips in exasperation. “I keep hearing people clanging about.”

      “We brought a prisoner here yesterday. He’s escaped, and we can’t seem to find him,” I explained.

      Sarrask frowned, scratching the back of his neck. “Weird. This house isn’t exactly massive. He can’t have gotten far.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      “Do you think he jumped out the window?” He peered at me over the lip of his book.

      I shrugged. “Not sure.”

      Completely stumped, I wandered over to the window on the opposite side of Sarrask’s room and glanced out. The window itself was locked in place, not even a breeze getting in from the outside world. Where the hell could that guy have gone? I turned to Sarrask, wondering if there was a way I could spark his memory. He’d gone back to his book, scratching hard at his neck.

      I froze.

      “Is there a problem?” he asked, catching my stare.

      With a rush of fear, I realized the prisoner had never been a coldblood—he’d been a shifter all along. He was scratching his neck intently, the same way Bosen had done back on Mallarot. This shifter was about to shed.

      “No, no problem,” I replied.

      His attention turned back to his book, and I scoured the room for a weapon. A shard of bright red stone glinted from the desk to my right, the end just sharp enough to make a half-decent blade. With the right amount of force in the right place, I knew it might work. It was a little too reminiscent of the shard of glass that had killed Lazar, but I couldn’t think about that now. In one agile movement, I swiped the shard off the desk and lunged toward Sarrask.

      “SHIFTER!” I screamed. The one masquerading as Sarrask shrank into his natural form, slipping out of my grasp as I pounced on the bed. He dashed toward the window, flashing a glare over his shoulder. I was up and after him in a split second, diving across the covers to intercept him. Behind him, the door to the bedroom burst open and Angie and Lauren piled in, flanked by Nisha and Rethela. They were armed to the teeth.

      I edged toward the shifter with my blade of semi-precious stone raised, ready to hurl it at him. Nisha and Rethela blocked the doorway with their massive size, while Angie and Lauren raced to my aid. Lauren whipped out her staff and began to spin it, her eyes focused and terrifying. Even the shifter seemed mesmerized by the whirling staff. With the grace of a dancer, she flitted forward and cracked the shifter on the side of the neck, prompting a sheet of skin to break loose from his body. He crumpled for a moment before scrambling back up, his teeth bared. Lauren danced in again, smacking him hard on the jaw while I darted in with my makeshift knife. Realizing it would be useless as a blade after all, I brought the rock down hard on the back of his head.

      This time, he fell to the ground and didn’t get up again. A dazed expression drifted across his red-veined eyes like a fog.

      “Is he dead?” Angie whispered, peering down at the limp body.

      I bent and pressed two fingers to his neck, hoping that was where his pulse would be. A steady pulse greeted me—faint but definitely still there. “Not dead, just unconscious.”

      “I’m just going to get something to tie this worm up,” Nisha said, disappearing from the room.

      “Wait… where’s the real Sarrask?” Rethela chimed in, glancing around the room.

      Leaving the shifter under the secure protection of Lauren and her brutal staff, Angie, Rethela, and I did the rounds of the bedroom, searching everywhere for the missing Idrax brother. We looked in every closet and under every item of furniture. Wherever he was, the shifter had hidden him well.

      “Here!” Angie shrieked, dragging a body out from under the bed. An enormous pile of blankets was stacked on top of the figure, looking like nothing but a mound of dirty laundry. Pulling back the fabric, Angie found a sleeping Sarrask. His eyes were closed, his chest rising and falling, his pulse beating evenly. The shifter had knocked him out and put him under the bed, but at least he was still alive.

      Nisha returned a moment later, brandishing a length of thick cord. She strode toward the shifter and knelt beside him, making quick work of binding his wrists and ankles. “I think you should check him over before he comes around,” Nisha suggested. “I’ll hold him steady, just in case.”

      Terrified that the shifter might suddenly wake up and lash out at me, I reached for the folds of his skin and flipped them aside. Below his ribs, a sleek, silver device was hidden away. Removing it, and trying very hard to hold onto the contents of my stomach, I turned it over in my hands. It looked suspiciously like a comms device.

      “Lauren, can you read this?” I asked, chucking it to her.

      She glanced at the screen for a moment, her eyes widening in horror. “There’s a message on it. Outgoing.”

      “Who to?”

      “It just says: ‘Boss. Found some insurgents. They’ve got plans to work against you. Coordinates attached to this message. Destruction is a priority.’ There might have been other messages on here, but they’ve been deleted. This is the only one—must have been sent just before you burst in on him.”

      “Boss?” Rethela mused.

      “Yeah, one guess who that’s going to be,” Angie muttered.

      My heart sank. “Ezra. Or Aurelius, I guess.”

      Lauren turned to me. “If the shifter got a message to the rebels, we need to get the hell out of this house.”

      There was no telling how much time we had before rebels descended on us. Lauren was right—we had to move, and we had to go now.

      “Nisha, can you grab Sarrask and put him in one of the ships?” I asked, thundering out onto the landing. Everyone’s eyes turned up to look at me. “The prisoner was a shifter. He sent word to the rebel leader, telling him where we are. We need to get out of this house, right now!”

      “What about the equipment?” Navan called up.

      “Everyone, get instructions from Navan and Jareth about what we need, and grab every little piece of equipment you can find. I’ll get Kaido from his hut and see what I can do for him and his plants,” I replied frantically. “We need to split up into the four ships we have, and decide where we’re going to go once we’re in the air. Our priority is loading equipment for the anti-elixir, and getting out of here before the rebels arrive.”

      Bashrik raised a nervous hand.

      “Bash?”

      “We only have three ships—the Fed vessel, Szayan’s ship, and Kaido’s. Sarrask’s might have to be docked for the time being. It’s in bad shape, and the repairs will take too long.”

      “Okay, so we have three ships. Let’s get everyone on board with all the equipment safely stowed away. Everyone clear?”

      A rumble of agreement echoed back. Even Jareth, who’d appeared in the doorway of the lounge, nodded in agreement.

      “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!” Garrik bellowed, and everyone in the room dispersed to execute the escape plan.
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      “Can you please explain to me why, every time you are around, my plants and I end up being forced to run for our lives? It is most unsettling for my blooms. It shall take months for them to recover,” Kaido muttered sourly, tending to the plants he’d hastily loaded into the docking bay of his ship. “It is a good thing I am a logical, prepared thinker. After the last time this happened, I ensured that all of my belongings—those of true importance to me—could be easily packed up and transferred to my ship.”

      It was true. Kaido had managed to pack up the majority of his belongings, and everything in the hut, in four minutes flat. The others had taken a couple more minutes to get the equipment packed from the upper rooms, but we had everything safely on board. Now, we were flying low over the Vysanthean landscape, heading for familiar territory.

      “In that case, you’ve got something to thank me for,” I replied, trying to lighten the mood between us.

      “I do not think congratulations are in order, Riley. My work shall be set back by this, I am certain of it. I should have known, the moment I saw you, that it would be prudent to pre-pack my things in the eventuality of a repeat occurrence.”

      I paused in alarm. “Do you have the stardust vial and the serums to create the visions?”

      “I am not a novice. As I have already told you, I am well-versed in making quick getaways.” He shot me a withering look.

      I decided to leave him to his organization and headed through to the cockpit. Navan was flying, with Ronad in the co-pilot’s chair. Seraphina, Nova, Lauren, and Stone were with us, alongside Kaido, while Sarrask, Nisha, Rethela, Jareth, Angie, and Bashrik were inside the Fed vessel. Szayan, Lojak, Garrik, and Harko were gathered together in Szayan’s ship, all three stretched out across the sky so as not to attract attention in a group.

      Unable to risk the shifter wriggling free again, Navan and Rethela had dealt with him. Since the immortality elixir was coldblood-specific, the shifter minions hadn’t been granted the same gift of eternal life. I’d watched them carry the shifter’s body to the lake and dump him beneath the waters. Another ghost to add to Navan’s list. There’d been talk of leaving the shifter to his fate, and letting the rebels deal with him, but, in the end, we’d decided we couldn’t chance it. Meanwhile, the comms device had been crushed to pieces beneath Nisha’s hefty boot.

      “Almost there,” Navan said. I glanced through the windshield, the ruins of the opaleine concert hall appearing in the near distance. The surface of Lake Tristitia rippled as the ship sailed low across it, the houses surrounding the shore even more derelict than they’d been the last time we were here. Patches of forest had been reduced to ashes, though much of it remained. It seemed, with the landscape already in ruins, nobody had bothered to bomb this part of Vysanthe. Now, it was nothing more than a ghost town, hinting at bygone glory days.

      A few minutes later, we arrived at a very familiar clearing in the woodlands. Ianthan’s cabin still stood in the center of the clearing, frozen in time. I longed to return to Navan’s cabin—the one he’d taken me to a lifetime ago, where we’d spent the most beautiful evening in a glass igloo, nestled beneath the stars. I’d suggested it as a place to hide, but the idea had been vetoed. If anyone knew the location of Navan’s home, that would be the first place Ezra would check. It was too risky. At least here, at Ianthan’s secret cabin, we were less likely to be discovered. Nobody but us knew about this place.

      Even now, it looked like the cabin had avoided the war completely. Everything was caked in a thick blanket of ash, yet the structure remained intact. A few sections of forest had been hit around it, presumably by a stray bomb or projectile, but there was enough to keep the cabin masked from sight. The fires hadn’t touched the cabin itself; they hadn’t even come close.

      “Land as close as you can and meet us inside,” Navan instructed, over the heavily firewalled frequency that Ronad had installed between the three ships. “Hide the vessels if you can. Use the protection of the buildings nearby.” He kept his words vague, in case anyone did happen to be listening in.

      “Copy that,” came the voices of Bashrik and Szayan.

      We landed in the shadow of the forest, edging the ship as far into the tree-line as it would go. Navan cut the engines, the machinery whirring a moment longer before falling silent. Gathering everyone together, we paused in the main space of the ship and waited for the hatch to open.

      “I will stay here. My plants require my immediate attention,” Kaido said. “I shall continue to work on a new serum for you, Riley, though I imagine you will want to wait until the danger has subsided before we make another attempt.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, Kaido.”

      “Than’you Kayo!” Nova giggled.

      Kaido froze. “What did she say?”

      “She was thanking you.”

      He frowned. “Impossible… What would she have to thank me for? I have done nothing for her.”

      I grinned. “I think she can sense the good in people, especially good deeds.”

      “Nonsense.” He paused, reaching out a tentative hand. Nova snatched at his finger and squeezed it hard, prompting his eyebrows to shoot up in alarm. “She is… intriguing. I will admit that.”

      “She likes you,” I said.

      “How can you possibly know that? You cannot read the minds of babies. I have often thought to create a serum that might improve babies’ speech or allow adults to understand them better, but I have since learned that such things are bordering on immoral.” He cast me a shy look, letting me know his thoughts on what Ezra and Aurelius had done to me and to Nova.

      I shrugged. “Call it a mother’s intuition.”

      “You believe her to find me a positive presence?”

      “I do, Kaido. We all do, and that’s how she learns. She absorbs sights, sounds, and senses from the world around her.”

      “I am aware of babies’ development,” he said bluntly. “However, they are not my forte. Although… if you would be willing, I should like to interact with her more often. An observational study, perhaps, as I presume you will not allow me to study her brain?”

      I laughed. “Absolutely no brain experiments. But you can interact with her whenever you want. She’d like that.”

      All of a sudden, she sneezed. The results splattered on Kaido’s hand, prompting him to recoil instantly. His face was so horrified I struggled to suppress a laugh.

      “On second thought, I may leave my observational study until she is older… and in better control of her bodily functions.” He backed away as though she were a venomous snake. “Excuse me, I have to return to my own responsibilities. Fortunately, they do not expel their mucus on me. Sap, on certain occasions, but never bacteria-ridden mucosa.”

      “Sorry, Kaido!”

      He frowned. “My plants are in a terrible state thanks to our swift departure, and now I may unwittingly contaminate them with external entities. I do hope they can withstand it,” he muttered, retreating without another word.

      He disappeared into the room at the back of the vessel, and the smile faded from my face. There was sadness in his voice that twisted the knife of guilt in my stomach.

      He was right—wherever I went, people ended up running for their lives or struggling to put things back into place again. I wasn’t arrogant enough to think everything revolved around me, or I’d directly caused all of this, but my paranoia was on the rise. All of Orfaio’s pieces seemed to involve me in some way, and everyone was putting themselves in harm’s way to see the vision fulfilled. How could I not feel responsible?

      “Come on, we should get into the cabin and wait for the others,” Navan said, putting his arm around my shoulders. I held Nova in my arms, her eyes staring up at me in wonderment.

      Leaving Kaido to his work, we hurried across the clearing. Ronad ducked to retrieve the key from beneath the fake rock, where we’d found it before.

      “Still glad Ianthan decided not to move this.” He laughed, casting me a conspiratorial look. We’d shared so much during our time at the Idrax house; it was nice to be reminded of the paths our friendship had taken.

      Navan smiled sadly. “I’d forgotten Ianthan kept it there.”

      Sliding the key into the lock, Ronad let us inside. Drifting motes of dust tickled my nostrils, and the scent of smoke hung in the air. It was as musty as it had been the last time, our previous footsteps covered in a layer of more dust, like snowfall in winter. Mold had begun to edge across the ceiling, a damp smell lingering beneath the top note of smoke and mustiness. The cabin was still like a time capsule, frozen in the last moment that Ianthan had spent there, barely disturbed by the visit Ronad and I had made. The scattered blood vials remained untouched, everything in its place.

      Navan looked around with mournful eyes, drinking in the environment. I realized he had been here countless times before—in happier days. He trailed a hand along a bookshelf. At the top of the narrow corridor leading to the bedrooms, he froze. It was almost as though he could see the ghosts of his friend and his former self, moving around the cabin as they’d done before.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, resting a hand on his arm.

      He nodded. “Just a lot of memories.”

      “Do you want me to leave you alone?”

      “No… no, I’m okay.” He gazed down at me, planting a soft kiss on my forehead. “I can’t help thinking that he’d be here, standing side by side with us, if he were still alive. I’ve had a long time to think about it, and I know I judged him harshly. Fathers have a way of coercing their sons. Back then, I’d forgotten how true that could be.”
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      Everyone sat around the front room, cramped on the sofa and squidged against each other on the floor. Nisha was standing by the fireplace, her arms folded across her chest, leading the conversation about what we were going to do next. Seraphina stood beside her, her scarlet eyes alert, listening in like a true chief. She might have been enormously pregnant, but that wasn’t going to stop her from getting involved. I stood on the other side of Nisha, who was discussing tactics.

      “So, we’re all agreed that we need ships, and we need a lot of them,” Nisha said. In order to disseminate the anti-elixir, we needed to drench the rebels in a haze of it, the same way the queens had done with the sleeping mist.

      A mutter of consent rippled around the group.

      “I was not idle during my time stuck with that cretin, Aurelius. I listened and I learned. The only people who have that quantity of vessels are Brisha and Gianne,” Seraphina added. “They have the combined numbers of the Northern and Southern fleets, and plenty of the ships are already in use to dispense the sleeping mist. These ships are the ones we need to go after, as they are already equipped to expel product.”

      Nisha nodded. “On the journey from Sarrask’s house, I sent word to my contacts in the Defiance. They want to help us in whatever way they can, so we can dispense the anti-elixir as soon as possible. Many of them are willing to take to the ground and air, using the modified sprayers Harko’s people provided to manually drench any rebels the mist won’t reach. We’re talking aircraft personnel, tank commanders, and those who haven’t ventured across the border yet.”

      “What if the queens stand in our way? What if they know something is up and intercept us before we can steal their ships?” Rethela asked suspiciously. “Harko and Nisha’s absence can’t have gone unnoticed, and they won’t have easily forgotten the smoke attack on the lab. And then there’s the debacle with Lazar and the shifter to think about.”

      “Excellent questions, Rethela,” Bashrik replied. “We can determine from the lack of harassment we received at Sarrask’s cottage that they do not suspect outside interference. They have every reason to believe the rebels were responsible for the palace attack, as a means of reducing their chances of creating the elixir. I imagine they thought Nisha and Harko were taken, too. Perhaps they believe they have been killed or kidnapped. They have likely used that same assumption of rebel involvement where Lazar and the shifter are concerned.”

      “Yeah, but what about that Yorrek dude? He might have told them something,” Harko said.

      “He didn’t see any of you, right?” Nisha turned to me.

      I shook my head. “He didn’t see any of us enter the lab, and he didn’t see any of us leave. I told him we were with the rebels, so, even if he spills any beans, the queens will think that was who we were working for.”

      “I imagine that is possible,” Seraphina mused. “Thus far, thanks to that message the shifter sent, our sole threat appears to be the rebels. In terms of stealing the ships, we will have to consider the queens, but I don’t think they will be expecting an attack from us. To ensure nothing further can be revealed that may ruin our plans, we must push our mission—we must execute it sooner rather than later.”

      “Where have you been hiding? Always knew you had a sharp mind on your shoulders,” Garrik remarked.

      “Pregnancy seems to be slowing me down somewhat,” she replied, with a smile. “It has not dulled my ability to observe and absorb, however.”

      “Navan, Jareth, you’ll need to work as fast as you can to make a large batch of anti-elixir. Do you have what you need here?” I asked.

      “We can collect water from the lake,” Navan assured me. “The rest of the ingredients and equipment are on the ships outside.”

      Jareth stared blankly in my direction. “It will not take us long.” He’d been quiet ever since losing Lazar, clutching an old jar to his side. It was full to the brim of dark ashes. Despite their differences, he’d kept his brother close. The grief remained written on his face, ageing him in the space of a day.

      “We need to remember that, although we have escaped the cottage, we are by no means safe here,” Seraphina said, drawing the room’s attention back to her. “Once Ezra and his rebels arrive at the house to find us missing, they will come looking for us. We are running out of time. Speed and efficiency must be our priority.”

      Nisha grunted an agreement. “We have to get out and get to those ships, as soon as possible. This can only be a waystation for us, nothing more.”

      “We’ll have to avoid the wrath of the queens’ forces and the incoming rebels, but if we’re careful, we may achieve this without loss of life,” I added. “While the success of this mission is paramount, I don’t want another death on our conscience.”

      “Whatever you need, you have us on hand,” Garrik replied, dipping his head in unexpected reverence. The other brothers followed suit, offering their assistance and their allegiance.

      I smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Now, with the ships, we will have to steal the ones that are in the hangar for repair or are not due on the current dispersal schedule,” Navan added. “If we try to take the ones already in the sky, it will attract too much conflict.”

      “The queens said they were running out of sleeping mist,” Lauren interjected, “which means more of the ships may be grounded than we think. This might be the perfect opportunity for us to strike.”

      “Aye, they’ll not be anticipatin’ anyone tryin’ to nick their mist ships,” Stone agreed. “They’re watchin’ the borders and keepin’ tabs on the rebels. They’ll not notice a poxy group o’ nobodies stealin’ into their hangars. Small numbers’ll be best in this’un.”

      I frowned. “In that case, I say we go in two small groups. We can use the Fed ship and Kaido’s ship to reach the outer limits of the city and sneak in through the filtration ducts. Navan took me there once before. The entrance is outside the city walls, in the side of the border mountains.”

      “Me and the boys are happy to go,” Rethela declared.

      “Well then, you can form one team.” I glanced at Szayan. “Although, I’d prefer it if you stayed behind, in case anything happens to any of us. We’re going to need a medic, outside any potential battles, so we can retreat here and get patched up.”

      Szayan tilted his head. “Understood. I will organize my ship into a field hospital and keep it in the air with the comms on, should you require emergency attention.”

      “Good idea,” Navan agreed. “As for team two, I’d—”

      I cut him off, knowing he’d try to keep me out of it. “As for team two, I think it should be me, you, Bashrik, Ronad, and Nisha.”

      “You’re doing this to me again?” Angie muttered, crestfallen. “Lauren and I have field experience; we could be useful out there. And that one is a freaking demon with a staff.”

      “Then you’d be best off here, helping Szayan with the field hospital,” I replied firmly. “And Lauren and her staff are precisely why I think she should stay here, protecting those left behind. If she’s here, then I’ll know we have a strong defense.”

      Stone sighed. “I guess I still ain’t much use with me eye all gammy. It’s on the mend, like, but I’ll not be freezin’ no one for a while to come. If Lauren and meself are here, we can hold the fort with a pair o’ staffs. No bother.”

      “Given the advancement of my pregnancy, it would also be best if I remained,” Seraphina added. “I can keep watch over the most vulnerable in our group—Nova and Sarrask—while Angie, Lauren, and Szayan take care of the medical facilities.”

      I flashed her a grateful smile. “I imagine Kaido will want to stay here, too, which adds to our defenses. He’s a skilled warrior; if anyone discovers you here, I’m positive that he’ll be able to hold the enemy back, alongside Lauren and Stone. Sarrask might also want to fight… but we’ll have to wait and see what his condition is like.”

      “There is still a great deal of improvement to be made with his memory retention,” Szayan confirmed. “I will keep an eye on him in our field hospital, to see what I can do in the interim.”

      “Good thinking.”

      “So, does everyone know what they’re doing?” Nisha cut in.

      Somber glances pinballed throughout the room, everyone subconsciously drifting into their groups. Only Jareth remained on the outskirts, clutching the jar of ashes to his chest. He looked hollowed out inside, his stare distant.

      “And what am I to do while the rest of you are gallivanting?” he asked coldly. “My brother has given his life for this anti-elixir. I will not be left here to rot while the rest of you take on the rebels. I wish to see my promises fulfilled.”

      Navan turned to his father. “You will join our group, Father. You probably know more secret tunnels and passageways within the walls of Regium than the rest of us combined.”

      A sad expression crossed his face. “Gratitude, my boy,” was all he said.

      “Right, then I suppose we should get to work.”

      “Do you need help making the batches of anti-elixir?” I asked.

      Navan nodded. “If I could steal a couple of my brothers, that’d be useful.”

      “Take whoever you need,” I replied, offering him an anxious smile. “We don’t have long to get this done.”

      Nisha clapped her hands together loudly, signaling everyone to disperse to their particular duties. The Fed ship and Kaido’s vessel needed to be checked over, to make sure they’d run smoothly; the latter required some adaptations to give it cloaking capabilities, which Lojak had already volunteered to make happen. The ingredients and equipment needed bringing in from the ships, including the sprayer guns, which would need filling. The batches needed to be made, with water brought from the nearby lake. Someone had to remain on guard duty at all times, to keep an eye out for rebel intruders. Kaido and Sarrask would have to be informed of what was going on. Plus, we needed to check what kind of weapons we had left—we still had most of the arsenal from the Fed ship, but nobody had checked through it yet. The field hospital could wait until the rest of us had gone toward the hangars, but Szayan still had to sort through his medical supplies.

      Yeah, there was a lot to do if this heist was going to go off without a hitch. As always, time was not on our side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      It was close to midnight, the twin moons of Vysanthe glowing bright in the velvet-black sky. Stars glittered, bringing beauty to the darkness.

      With everyone striving to be ready by dawn and half the group working through most of the night to complete every task that needed doing, set to swap with the other half at around three in the morning, I retreated to the clearing to catch my breath. I’d stacked weapons in both ships and gone over the details of our journey to Regium, making sure everyone would be armed and protected. Although there was more to do, I was exhausted.

      Glancing at the dim lights of the cabin windows, I wandered toward the tree-line, wanting to put some distance between myself and the others. It was hard to grab a moment’s peace with so many people everywhere, and I felt like I might explode if I didn’t get out. Nova was fed and asleep, safely tucked up in the back bedroom of the cabin. Angie, Lauren, Bashrik, Stone, Kaido, and Sarrask had gone to bed, too, resting up before they had to take over from the others.

      “I was hoping I’d find you out here,” Navan’s voice murmured from the shadows.

      I felt his arms slip around my waist, his lips kissing the curve of my neck. I sank back against him, relishing his touch. Somehow, regardless of the terror awaiting us, he made me feel safe again. His arms were my bolster, keeping me grounded. I turned around, pressing close to his body, lifting my gaze to his. His slate eyes twinkled in the gloomy light, two pools of sanctuary to slow my racing mind.

      “Navan,” I murmured, reaching up on tiptoe to kiss his lips.

      He held me tighter. “Are you okay?”

      “As okay as I can be,” I said wryly. His mouth caught mine, and we melted into one another. Kissing him was like coming home. My hands slid under his shirt, exploring his cool skin, enjoying the sensation.

      “I wish we could be alone,” he whispered, his kisses desperate. He grabbed my waist and pushed me against a nearby tree, sliding his hand along the length of my thigh. I was eager for him, longing for some privacy so we could reaffirm our love for one another. His touch made me shiver with ecstasy, my breath catching in my throat as his fingertips edged higher.

      “I wish we were back at the glass igloo by the lake,” I gasped. “I wish we were entwined together on that bed of furs, watching the stars, making love until the sun came up. I wish we could run away and forget all of this, even if it was just for a night.”

      He growled. “There’s a thought.”

      I looked at Kaido’s ship, parked in the tree-line. “Couldn’t we?” It was selfish, I knew it was, but I couldn’t help fantasizing. My daughter was asleep in the cabin, and all our friends and family were diligently toiling away to make sure everything was ready by the morning… but even that couldn’t push the hope from my heart. I wanted one last night, in case we never had the chance again.

      “We can’t go to the igloo, my love, but we can steal a few moments,” he promised, picking me up as though I weighed nothing. With my legs wrapped around his waist, he carried me toward the grounded ship, the pair of us stealing into the silence before anyone noticed we were missing. If we only had a moment, I wasn’t going to waste a second of it.

      “I hate to ruin the mood,” I said, his kisses tracing a line across my shoulder, “but did you and your father manage to finish the batches?”

      He chuckled throatily. “It’s a good thing alchemy talk turns me on,” he teased. “We found crates of canisters in the back of Ianthan’s store room, and a few more in Kaido’s boxes of equipment. The anti-elixir is good to go. It just needs pouring into the canisters and the sprayer guns. My brothers are helping with that. I told them I needed a few minutes’ break, but they seemed pretty pleased to see the back of me—I think they want to show off to my father, show him they’re better than me. To be fair, they probably are.”

      “Not to me, they’re not.” I grinned, giggling as he lay me down on the floor of the hold in Kaido’s ship. Leaving me there for a second, he gathered blankets from the shelves and arranged them in a kind of nest. Desperate to feel his touch again, I crawled over and curled up beside him. “Now, where were we?”

      “Oh, I think I was about… here.” He lifted my shirt and threw it to one side, before scooping me close. His mouth explored every inch of my body, his hands setting every cell on fire. We quickly removed the rest of our clothes, until our bodies were entwined on the floor. His eyes were the only thing I wanted to see, his skin the only thing I wanted to touch, his lips the only thing I wanted to feel. Pure bliss rippled through my nerves, not knowing where I stopped and he began. Anything could happen to us once we set off for the hangars. If this was going to be the last time, I was going to savor every moment.
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        * * *

      

      “I love you,” I whispered, basking in the adrenaline of the last half an hour.

      “I love you more,” he murmured, cradling me to his side, my head on his chest. His arm was wrapped around me protectively, his kisses peppering my forehead. We knew we had to face reality, but our hiding place was too damn cozy.

      I kissed his chest, gazing up into his eyes. “So, are you ever going to tell me what happened between you and Harko? He doesn’t seem to be your biggest fan.”

      Navan snickered. “Great pillow talk, my love.”

      “I’m just interested in your family, that’s all.”

      “He always idolized my father,” he explained, stroking my bare skin. “When Naya died and I took Ronad’s side, I called my father a murdering son of a frostfang, straight to his face. Harko leapt to my father’s defense, and the two of us got into a bit of a fight over it. Our brothers tried to break us up, but we were too angry… at each other, at the situation, I’m still not sure. Anyway, I broke Harko’s nose. I didn’t mean to. He got too close, and I punched him harder than I’d intended. It knocked him out for a couple of seconds, and, when he came around, his nose was bleeding. He hated me for calling Jareth a murderer, he hated me for making him bleed, and he hated me for embarrassing him in front of our brothers. I don’t think he’s ever gotten over it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What for? We were young. It was bound to happen with one of my brothers. It just happened to be Harko who lunged for me first.”

      “Still, I can’t imagine how that felt, to know what Jareth had done and have no support.”

      Navan shrugged. “They were sad about Naya, too—everyone was. Harko cried for weeks.” He paused, sighing heavily. “Now, I understand that they were dealing with their grief in a different way, that was all. I don’t think it helped that I shattered this heroic image of Jareth, making them doubt him for the first time in their lives. Harko lashed out at me to protect that image. I can’t blame him for that.”

      “I guess it must be hard to accept.”

      Navan lifted my chin and kissed me fiercely. “Anyway, let’s not talk about all that now. At dawn, we head out for the most dangerous mission of our lives. It sounds awful, but I don’t want to waste a moment of my time with you on other people… Nova being the only exception.”

      “Then kiss me again,” I urged, gripping him tight. “I’d say we’ve got another few minutes before they send out a search party.”

      He chuckled, running his hands through my hair. “Kaido is going to be so mad.”

      All around, stacked on the shelves, his luminescent blooms cast their warm glow across us. As our bodies entwined for the second time that night, the two of us connecting in perfect harmony, the mystical fruits and petals seemed to pulse brighter, feeding off our energy.

      Nobody said a word upon our return to the cottage. The Idrax brothers nudged each other and flashed a few winks in Navan’s direction, but there was no animosity toward us for sneaking out. Those who were asleep hadn’t even noticed we’d gone, which I was somewhat glad about. Angie and Bashrik, Stone and Lauren—they deserved that time together, too. Even so, I had a feeling they’d have understood, and that Nisha and the Idrax boys understood. Despite their response, I couldn’t help feeling a little bit guilty. After all, some of the boys had girlfriends back home—partners they might never see again, either.

      “You have fun?” Ronad asked, clapping Navan on the back.

      He flushed. “We were just… saying farewell, in case anything happens tomorrow.”

      “Navan, I get it. Believe me, I get it. If Naya were here now, you wouldn’t see me again until the sun came up.”

      Navan frowned. “Ro, that’s still my sister you’re talking about.”

      “Not over it yet?”

      “I don’t think I ever will be,” he replied. They were laughing, but there was a hint of sadness in the sound, like they both knew they were talking about two things at once.

      “Well, you’ll be pleased to know that, while the two of you were out there ‘saying farewell’—as the kids are calling it these days—your brothers and I managed to fill every canister and every sprayer gun. We even filled a few refill containers for good measure.”

      Navan sighed. “So, that’s it… we’re good to go?”

      “Once they’re loaded and we’re in the air, there’s only one thing left to do.”

      At dawn, the rebels’ reign of tyranny would end.
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      With a dusky sky above us, we gathered in the clearing. The Idrax brothers said their farewells to those staying behind, and those going on my vessel—myself, Navan, Jareth, Bashrik, Ronad, and Nisha. Not the kind of men for soppy goodbyes, they quickly hurried onto their ship, leaving the rest of us to linger awkwardly.

      “We’ll see you on the other side, dudes,” Harko said, giving me a brief hug before hurrying after his siblings. At the bottom of the gangway, he turned around and sprinted back to our group, pausing in front of Navan. “If we don’t make it out of this, blood… well, you know.”

      Navan smiled and pulled his brother into a tight embrace. “We’ll both make it out of this. When we do, you and I are going to make things right, okay?”

      “Deal.” Looking bashful, Harko returned to Kaido’s vessel and disappeared inside.

      Now, it was time for the hard farewells.

      “Don’t you dare die, do you hear me?” Angie warned, wrapping her arms around me. “If you do, I will hunt you down and kill you again, for putting me through all of this.”

      “I second that,” Lauren murmured with a chuckle, the three of us standing there, hugging out our fears. I was reluctant to let go, but time was getting away from us.

      “I promise I will do everything in my power to come back,” I said, pulling away. “But if I don’t, you take care of my baby girl, okay? Give her the life I would have wanted for her.”

      Tears trickled down their faces. “I’ll be the best damn aunt any kid ever had,” Angie promised. “Me and Lauren will take care of her so freaking good that people will think we’re her real moms. She’ll be so spoiled it’ll make every other kid jealous.”

      “I second that,” Lauren repeated, her voice choked.

      They moved on to their goodbyes with the others as I made my way around those who were staying at the cabin. Kaido and Sarrask had come out to wave us off, and I could see that they were affected by the whole thing. Even Sarrask, who couldn’t hold onto much of his memory, seemed to understand the gravity of the situation. I leaned in to hug him, and his arms enveloped me.

      “Be careful, Riley,” he pleaded.

      “I will,” I swore.

      “I’d try and kiss you again, but Navan would kill me,” he joked, wiping his eyes. “This was so much easier last time. You might not have been on Vysanthe anymore, but I knew you were safe, somehow. This time… well, this time it feels different.”

      “I know, Sarrask.” I smiled at him. “We’re coming back. We all are.”

      “I hope so.”

      Kaido was next. He stiffened his shoulders and rigidly held out his arms like a robot. I wanted to laugh, but it was so sweet and unexpected that I couldn’t, in case he took it the wrong way. This was him, offering physical contact as a goodbye—a huge step for a guy like him. Grateful for the gesture, I stepped into his embrace, holding him for a moment as his arms remained locked outward.

      “Although you seem to bring nothing but trouble, I will find your absence strange,” he said awkwardly. “I will continue to work on the serum for your mind, though the odds do not favor you in this mission. I may create it for nothing. I do not like risks or uncertainties in my work, and I do not appreciate waste. So, it would be most beneficial if you could return.”

      I grinned, my heart gripping in my chest. “I’ll miss you, too. If I can make it back, I promise that I will.”

      He sighed. “I would prefer a greater assurance, but I can see I am not going to get one. Your promise shall have to do for now, though I do not understand how you can make such a promise. Unless you are aware of some advantage that I do not know of?”

      “Afraid not.”

      “Hmm. I was concerned that might be the case.” He turned his gaze elsewhere, unable to hold mine. “I would like to offer some advice, if I may?”

      “Go on.”

      “Do not strive to be heroic in your actions. Whether in fiction or fact, heroes are often the ones who die first. The reasoning behind it, whether it be sacrifice or pride, does not matter—they die regardless, and there is no point in being honorable if you are dead.”

      I nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Good. Oh, and Riley?”

      “Yes?”

      “If it is not too much of an imposition, please, may you have the others return my ship to me in one piece? They appear to have commandeered it without my permission, forcing me to once again remove my plants. I would like it back.”

      I snickered. “I’ll do what I can, Kaido. Sorry for letting them steal it without your say-so.”

      “We can discuss the detriment of theft when you return.”

      Taking a deep breath, I turned and walked toward the waiting Fed vessel. Seraphina was standing at the bottom of the gangway, Nova clutched in her arms. I’d left the box of sweetblood in the cabin and thanked my friend for taking care of my daughter, but the thought of leaving Nova behind was almost more than I could bear. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t want to take her into battle, but the bitter thought of our separation was all-consuming. Seraphina wore an expression of understanding, as though she could read my thoughts.

      I took Nova from her, if only for a moment. “I love you, my sweet, sweet girl,” I whispered, tears falling from my eyes. “I would go through hell and back for you, to make this universe a better place for you to grow up in. I know you can’t understand me, but if I don’t come home, please know that I did everything for you… I did all of this, so you might have the hope of a brighter future.”

      “She knows,” Seraphina murmured.

      “I love you so much,” I sobbed, kissing her little face all over. “I love you so very, very much. I hope you know how deeply I love you. If I could stay, I would. I don’t want to say goodbye to you… I don’t want to… I don’t know what else to do. I love you, Nova. I love you.”

      Seraphina placed her hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry…”

      “Take care of her as if she were your own,” I begged. “Let her know how much I love her, okay? Even if I’m only gone for a day, keep reminding her, keep telling her.”

      “I will, Riley.”

      “I love you so much,” I whispered, holding her close for one last cuddle. “Please know how much I love you. From the moment I knew you existed, I have adored you with all my heart. No matter what happens, that will never change.”

      Feeling as though I was tearing my heart from my chest, I handed her back to Seraphina. My little girl’s huge, slate eyes stared at me in confusion. Her mouth tugged into a smile, her fists jiggling wildly. I wanted to snatch her back and make a run for it with her, but I couldn’t. Orfaio’s bigger picture called. This wasn’t about me; I had to focus on the greater good.

      “She will know how much you love her,” Seraphina promised.

      “Goodbye, little one. Goodbye, Seraphina,” I choked out, turning away. Without another word, I made my way up the gangway. I’d reached the halfway point when I heard her begin to cry. The sound shot through the clearing like a pistol crack.

      “Mama!” she wailed, cracking my heart into pieces. “Mama!”

      I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other, every repetition of the word breaking me down further. It took every ounce of strength I had not to turn around and go back for her, reminding myself that she was safest here. Even if I didn’t see her again, she would be in good hands. She would be loved, and she would know how fiercely I loved her.
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        * * *

      

      The two ships flew low to the ground as we headed for Regium, Kaido’s vessel using the cloaking mechanisms that Lojak had installed, while the Fed ship used its usual cloaking device. To make extra certain we’d fly under the radar, we’d added stripes of silver and green paint to one, and red and black to the other—showing the colors of the two queens.

      Keeping to the barren wastelands, careful to avoid the mist ships, we reached the outskirts half an hour later. We stayed in the shadows of the mountain that surrounded the capital city of the South. Frost glinted on the peaks, ice gleaming from the crevices meandering across the stone. Huge boulders lay at the bottom, the rocks piled up where blasts had hit the mountainside; the majority remained intact. Buildings and vessels were easy to raze to the ground, but Mother Nature had proven a much tougher opponent.

      “The entrance is up ahead,” Navan spoke into the communication frequency. “Follow our lead and bring the canisters. Every single one.”

      “Copy that,” Garrik replied.

      I wondered what state the hangar would be in, considering the explosion that had decimated most of Gianne’s new fleet, equipped with the deep-space technology. Perhaps they were keeping the mist ships in a hangar we didn’t know about. Maybe when we entered the ventilation shafts, we’d find nothing but rubble. I hoped not, but it weighed heavy on my mind. Having discussed it with Jareth the previous evening, he had known of only two other hangars within the vicinity of Regium, but they were not big enough to house so many ships and were generally used for private collections or prized gunships. I prayed he was right.

      We set down on a patch of frozen grass in the shadow of the mountain, keeping the cloaking mechanism up. A shimmer nearby told me that the other ship had landed, too. Gathering our weapons and the heavy bags of anti-elixir canisters, spreading them equally between us, we headed out into the icy Vysanthean air. My body was protected from the worst of the cold by a modified version of the flight suit. Essentially, I’d had enough of the fabric wings and cut them off.

      “You keep to the edge of the mountain and take the ventilation shaft farther down,” Navan instructed, the two groups meeting on the field. “It’s narrower than this one but leads into the back of the hangar. We need to forge a pincer movement and get as many ships as we can.”

      Ronad nodded, handing several paired devices to the Idrax boys. “These contain a drone program. Fit them to the control panel of a ship and it will take over, on autopilot. Use the matching device to lead the ship wherever you want it to go, and control it remotely.”

      Lojak took one. “I’ve used these before.”

      “Me too,” Garrik said.

      “They do not look too difficult,” Rethela added. Only Harko remained silent, staring at the twin devices with some trepidation. He was a weapons man, not a tech man.

      “Do we have a rendezvous point for the citizens?” Harko asked. “I need to pass it on to my guys, so they know where to bring the weapons.”

      “We need to drop off the sprayers, too,” Bashrik added.

      Nisha nodded. “I’ve sent the coordinates to both ships, and to the contact list you gave me, Harko. They’ll meet us there.”

      “Then, let’s steal these ships and show those rebels what we’re made of,” I said with a wry smile.

      “Agreed. In and out, with as little fuss as possible,” Navan instructed. “Bashrik and Lojak, you return to these ships and take them to the rendezvous. The rest of us will be leaving the hangar, if everything goes smoothly in the dispersal ships.”

      With mutterings of “good luck,” we separated. The Idrax brothers sprinted down the side of the mountain toward their entry point, while we moved toward the first ventilation shaft. I recognized it immediately. There, in the mountainside, was the same crack we’d used before, about the size of two people standing side by side. Nature continued to camouflage it with a tangled mass of vines and brambles that crisscrossed over the opening, hiding it from plain sight.

      Navan led the way, guiding us through the claustrophobic tunnel. Soon enough, the slippery ground became more solid, the shadows lightening to a barely discernible dimness, giving way to a passageway of sheet metal. Our footsteps echoed, everyone but me having to duck down, their heads brushing the ceiling.

      Ten minutes later, we reached the end of the tunnel. I was drenched in sweat from the heat inside and the weight of the canister bags, and it didn’t look like the others were faring too well, either. A grate faced us, looking out on the underground hangar where we’d arrived on that fateful first day. The screws were already loose, and Bashrik made quick work of one side with his toolkit. We didn’t want to take the whole grate off, in case it clattered to the ground and drew attention. Instead, we let it hang from a single screw, moving it aside so we could see the cavernous space below.

      It was clear the hangar had taken a pounding from the last explosion, though the structure remained intact. Tons of rubble had been swept into piles of rock and crushed metal at the sides of the space, clearing room for the current set of ships that sat there, gleaming like beacons of hope. So, Gianne’s new fleet had been destroyed, but the hangar itself hadn’t. Despite my persistent aversion to him, I was grateful for Jareth’s intel.

      “Everyone ready?” Navan asked.

      “Ready,” we chorused.

      We were just about to clamber down the stone façade when thunder shook the earth below us, trembling through the ground. A few rocks scattered downward, at the edge of the grate. We froze as a second boom split the terrain, the whole tunnel shuddering. A third followed, shaking the mist ships below. A few fell from their docking supports and hit the floor with an almighty screech of metal on stone.

      “What the—?” Bashrik muttered.

      “Are we under attack?” Jareth asked, his eyes flitting around in panic.

      Over the far side of the hangar, the blast doors rolled open to reveal an unexpected battleground. Dragons filled the sky, dropping down on vibrant, scaled wings from vessels I’d never seen before. They definitely weren’t Draconian technology, looking more like the sleek cruiser that Killick, the merevin, had gifted to us. They soared and wheeled above the enemy, shooting rays of spiraling fire downward. Everything was alight, smoke rising into the air. It was the closest thing to hell I’d ever witnessed.

      The queens’ ships, streaked in silver, green, red, and black, barreled out of the hangar toward them, while others approached from the rear. Everywhere I looked, Draconians were jumping into the fray, attacking with a venom I’d never seen in them before. I quickly realized these were not just any Draconians—Cambien and his Pyros had answered my call.

      “Cambien?” I gasped. “How can he be here?”

      Navan frowned, equally perplexed. “I thought he’d promised to send allies.”

      “If he’s here, then…” My heart sank.

      “Then?” Jareth snapped.

      “Then this is a one-way mission.”

      Jareth snorted. “And their timing could not be worse.”

      “My poor Draconians,” Bashrik muttered, his eyes wide with sorrow.

      I flashed him a look. “Don’t start that again, Bash. You’re a coldblood—always have been, always will be.”

      “I thought Draconians couldn’t attack anyone. Isn’t that against their moral code?” Nisha looked baffled.

      “Only if they go back to Zai,” I replied sadly. “My guess is, they’re not planning to return.”

      “They’re doing this for us?” Ronad asked, his voice thick with emotion.

      “I think they’re doing it for everyone—for everyone in the universe who stands to lose if immortality succeeds.”

      “I must meet these creatures.” Nisha gaped at them in awe.

      I followed her gaze, scanning the chaos for any sign of those familiar, rust-red scales. Cambien could be out there somewhere, and right now I wasn’t sure if he had the best or worst timing imaginable. Anyway, it didn’t matter now. Our subtle approach to ship thievery wasn’t going to work. If they didn’t already, the queens would soon know that we were responsible for these dragons showing up. Brisha knew we’d gone to Zai and met the Draconians; she could put the pieces together easily enough.

      “Go, now!” I cried, gesturing at the ships and shouting through the comms device to the Idrax brothers. The hangar doors were open, and gunships were leaving from the farthest side of the gargantuan space. What was a few more ships? We could use the departing gunships as camouflage, drawing attention away from our theft. In the fray, nobody would be any the wiser. We just had to hope the Draconians didn’t go for our ships, instead of the gunships.

      “Go out through the blast doors and keep low. Veer away to the left and across the wasteland. Head straight for the North—don’t waste any time. Make sure you avoid the dragons,” Navan instructed.

      “Copy that!” Garrik replied.

      I peered out of the grate in time to see a trickle of coldbloods scurry down the side of the rockface, at the very back of the hangar. Nobody even noticed them. The guards were too busy running for the fighting vessels.

      Seeing them make a move, we made our own leap toward the mist ships, which were tucked in a line closest to the grate. They were in their own section, far from the gunships, presumably so nobody got confused. Either that, or the gunships needed to be closest to the hangar doors in case of emergencies exactly like this one.

      With the queens adequately distracted, it didn’t take us long to steal the adapted sprayer vessels. They weren’t locked, leaving us free to dart up the gangway of each one and find the dispensary room. We’d been given detailed blueprints of these ships by Lojak, the mechanic amongst the brothers, who’d worked on this kind of ship before. It made it even easier to locate the dispensary rooms, which contained two large chambers where liquid needed to be poured.

      Opening the lids, I poured a canister of fluid into each one before moving to the cockpit and placing a drone device on the control panel. Each of us had been given one drone device, meaning we could fly one ship and remote-control another. Between us, that meant we had the option of utilizing eighteen vessels—it would have been twenty, but Bashrik and Lojak needed to return for the ships we’d left outside.

      Sitting in the cockpit of my mist ship, my nerves jangled. It had been a while since I’d flown a ship. The others had assured me it would be a piece of cake, but actually sitting here, about to flip the ignition, it was an entirely different story. Swallowing my anxiety, I fired up the engines and lifted the ship into the air. Behind me, I saw the drone ship rise, mimicking the movements of my vessel. Maybe this wouldn’t be so hard after all.

      A moment later, I zoomed out of the hangar doors. The sun had risen, shedding its cold light on the world below. The Draconians were twisting and turning in the air above us, firing powerful beams at any ships that came close, but the queens’ defenders seemed to have retreated into the safety of Regium. Even the gunships had scattered, using evasive maneuvers to avoid the dragons’ wrath and return to the relative safety of the city, diving toward another hangar. It looked like the queens needed to regroup. After all, nobody had expected dragons to attack.

      In the throng of Draconians, I spotted the bronzed red scales of Cambien. He was hovering on the outskirts, his snout turned toward the capital city. They were not the kind to attack innocent civilians, and so they stayed put, keeping to the outskirts until the queens decided to launch their armies into a retaliation.

      I knew it was a bold move, but I needed to get Cambien’s attention. Spurring my ship toward him, praying I didn’t get engulfed in an inferno of dragon fire, I pulled it to a halt right in front of his face. My eyes met his through the windshield, and his mouth dropped open in shock. Grinning, I gestured for him to follow and meet me on the ground. He nodded, an amused twinkle in his reptilian eyes.

      Turning the ship around, I headed for a patch of wasteland nearby, knowing it would be a good place for us to talk. Cambien wouldn’t want to stray too far from his dragon army, and I wasn’t about to lose their advantage. They’d taken the queens by surprise, that much was clear. Now, it was just a matter of waiting.

      “Riley, what are you doing?” Bashrik’s voice crackled through the comms system.

      “I need to speak with Cambien. Send me the coordinates of the rendezvous and I’ll catch up.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “He’ll protect me from any danger—you’ve just seen what they can do,” I replied. “Go on, I’ll be fine. Send the coordinates to this ship and I’ll meet you soon.”

      Bashrik sighed. “Navan is going to kill me.”

      “You let me worry about him.” I clicked off the transmission and headed for the patch of wasteland, setting my ship down on the frozen tundra.

      Cambien landed shortly afterward, morphing back into his more humanoid form. He waited, arms folded, while I exited the ship and closed the distance between us. A smirk crossed his lips, his eyes glinting. The usual arrogance rippled off him. Only, there was something different about him this time; a solemnity lingered beneath the surface.

      “Long time no see,” he purred. “To be honest, I thought you might have lost your nerve.”

      I smiled. “The time came, and I had to call,” I replied. “I just want to apologize that the war isn’t as far along as I’d hoped it might be. I know you said to use the opaleine when the battle was almost won, so your allies might deal the final blow, but… circumstances changed. There’s still a lot that needs to be done.”

      He shrugged, his rusty scales glinting in the icy sunlight. “Not to worry, sweetheart.” A note of tension edged his words, as though he didn’t quite mean it.

      “What are you doing here, anyway? You said you’d send allies, not your own people.” I paused, feeling a flutter of dread. “Does this mean what I think it does?”

      “A ruse, dear Riley,” he said. “If I’d told you I was the one who’d come to your aid, you’d never have used the stone.”

      “So… this is a one-way trip?”

      “It is.”

      “Do your followers know? The ones up there?” I pointed up at the twisting dragons filling the sky in a chaos of color.

      “Of course. You may think me an unsavory sort of individual, but I am not as deceitful as you might think. I would never lead my people into a battle without informing them first. I gave them a choice, and those who wished to follow me did.” He chuckled. “There is a lot of dissent on my planet, after the end of the coldblood presence. They want revenge for those they lost. Zai and its opaleine robbed them of that opportunity. I simply offered them another avenue to seek vengeance.”

      “A suicide mission.”

      “No need for melodrama, Riley. It is exile, not suicide.”

      “But you can’t go back.”

      “No, but sometimes there are more important things at stake.”

      I shook my head. “And Ginji?”

      “He knows my decision. He understands,” he replied, his voice tinged with sadness. “He wanted to join me, but I forbade it. He has remained behind with his mother.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “You shouldn’t be. This is what the Pyros have wanted for a long time.”

      I held his gaze. “Do you know how bad things are here?”

      “I have heard rumors, but I am not one to listen to idle gossip. Perhaps you could enlighten me? I would suggest doing so over a drink, maybe somewhere a little more comfortable. Alas, I believe we may not have the luxury of time.” It appeared he’d lost none of his signature charm.

      I smiled wryly. “You’re right about that. The rebel leader, Ezra, and his minions will be arriving soon. Your sudden arrival can’t have gone unnoticed.”

      “We shall frighten them away, as we have frightened away the queens. And when they come for us again, we will kill them. They killed so many of our people—it only seems fair.”

      “The only problem is, they’re immortal.”

      He nodded slowly. “So, the rumors are true?”

      “Afraid so.”

      “We will still fight. Tell us what you want us to do, and we will do it. I am very accommodating when it comes to a lady’s desires.” I was suddenly glad Navan wasn’t here. The last thing we needed was a brawl between allies.

      I shook my head. “You should leave while you have the chance,” I insisted. “Go to your Pyros and tell them the truth—let them decide if they want to stay or go. None of us will hold it against you.”

      “If I’m to die, I wish you would.” He grinned, the humor not quite reaching his intense gaze.

      “Cambien, this is serious. Many of your people will die if they stay and face the rebels.”

      “Violence may lead only to self-destruction, but our vengeance will not be extinguished. We must have our revenge for what they did to us. If we are to die here, on coldblood soil, then so be it. They know what they have signed up for. It won’t change anything.”

      I frowned. “And what about the opaleine on Zai? Won’t it corrupt if you kill anyone?”

      “You worry far too much, Riley,” he replied coolly. “I’m flattered, honestly. The truth is, once we left Zai, the opaleine is no longer connected to us. If we return to our home planet, it will corrupt, but we have no plans to go back. We know the consequences, and we are willing to pay whatever price is necessary for this opportunity.”

      “You don’t need to do this, Cambien. I won’t hold you to your promise of help.”

      “Lucky for you, I hold myself to my promises.” He looked up at his comrades with pride. “We all wish to bring peace to the universe. You have only increased my desire to do so, in saving it from an immortal race of coldbloods. Once they learn of this, they will feel the same. I know, as well as you do, what they would do with their immortality in years to come. In making this sacrifice, we save Zai and everyone else. A win-win, if you ask me.”

      “At least let us protect you, so you can protect us,” I insisted.

      He grinned. “Now, there’s an offer I can’t refuse.”
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      Following the coordinates that bleeped steadily on the control panel of my ship, the drone trailing close behind, we made our way to the rendezvous point. Cambien, no longer in his full dragon form, sat beside me in the cockpit, his feet up on the dashboard. We were flanked on all sides by the army of Pyros, their magnificent scales shining in the sunlight. Every time I caught sight of them through the windshield, I felt a swell of pride, mixed with sadness. All of these soldiers had offered their futures for us; they’d given up the hope of ever returning home, so the rest of the universe might be able to sleep a little easier.

      Spotting the congregation of mist ships in the distance, I pushed the engine forward, setting down a couple of minutes later beside the others. The task force and the rest of our crew stared up as we landed. In the crowd, I saw Navan’s face—he didn’t look happy, but there was no time to argue now. I’d done what I thought was best, and he’d soon come to realize that I was right. The Pyros needed our protection against the rebels as much as we needed theirs.

      “Nice to see relations haven’t thawed between myself and your grayskin,” Cambien mused. “If looks could kill…”

      “Lucky for you, they can’t.” I shot him a look. “Just don’t say anything inappropriate, okay? I know it’s your ‘thing,’ but we can’t mess around with petty arguments and squabbles.”

      “I am never petty,” he purred. “If your man can’t handle a little challenge, perhaps you deserve a better one. A stronger one. One with a bit more bite to him.” He snapped his teeth together in a grin, clearly pleased with himself.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m perfectly happy with the husband I have, thank you very much. Now, I know I can’t change who you are as a person in the space of an hour, Cambien, but please just don’t goad him. That’s all I’m asking.”

      “Husband?” Cambien’s jaw dropped.

      “What’s the matter, Cambien? Cat got your tongue?”

      “I have no idea what that means, but if you’re asking whether or not I’m shocked—I have to say, I’m not a man who’s easily surprised, but you’ve managed it,” he commended me. “The two of you are married?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, congratulations,” he replied. “Although, I should warn you, I have a particular penchant for married women. There’s so much more chase to be had, and they are always so grateful for the attention. I promise you, Riley, it makes the capture all the sweeter.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” I sighed. “Here’s one married woman you won’t be capturing, okay?”

      “War can make people do crazy things. Never say never.”

      “I am saying never.”

      “Still, a man can hope.” He chuckled to himself, kicking his legs off the dashboard as we prepared to exit the ship. I’d filled him in on what we planned to do with the mist ships on the way over, suggesting they could somehow seek refuge in them and drop from the skies into battle, the way they’d done before. Those strange cruisers had long since retreated, leaving the Draconians alone on an enemy planet.

      “Who were those guys, anyway?” I wondered. “The ones who dropped you off here?”

      Cambien smiled. “Allies.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “A merevin friend owed me a favor. He didn’t want to linger and get involved in an interspecies war, or bring his own people into the conflict, but he lent me a fleet of ships and a pilot with each to take us from Zai to here. They are under strict instruction to keep to the edge of the solar system, so that we may call them when the war is over. They will take us to whichever planet we choose to live on… if we survive, that is. I haven’t really planned much after this, though I’m open to offers.” He winked.

      I frowned. “I thought they might be merevin ships. Don’t suppose this ‘friend’ is Killick Loligo?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. It would be rude of me to tell,” he teased.

      “Well, if it was him, make sure you thank him for us. I have a feeling we’re really going to need you in the battles to come.”

      “Always nice to be wanted,” Cambien said with a smirk.

      “I said needed, not wanted. Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      “I could put something—”

      “Say one more word and I will personally send you packing, do you understand? We don’t have time for jokes and flirting. The entire universe is under threat here, and I don’t want to hear another perverted word from you,” I ranted, cutting him off. “Either you’re here as my comrade, or you’re not. If it’s the latter, I suggest you leave.”

      He cast his gaze to the floor. “My apologies, Riley. Humor and flirtation are my way of lightening the load of serious matters. I know it’s not to everyone’s tastes. From here on out, I will endeavor to speak with you in a more professional manner. I can’t promise the odd dirty joke or crude comment won’t slip out when the going gets tough, but I’ll do my best.”

      “Thank you,” I said sharply, getting out of my seat and heading for the exit. He followed close behind, the two of us walking down the gangway toward the gathered group. There were a lot more people now—almost a hundred that I could make out, not including my own people. Some had brought their own ships, a mismatch of vessels spread out across the barren tundra. Still, it wouldn’t be enough to draw the eye of the enemy, unless they were flying directly over.

      The air-force of dragons was more likely to garner unwanted attention. They thudded to the ground around us, shaking the earth beneath their reptilian claws. A moment later, they shifted into their humanoid forms, approaching the rest of the group at Cambien’s signal. Rich, jewel-toned scales and rainbow skin contrasted the dull gray of the coldbloods. We made quite the bunch.

      “You didn’t think to tell us you were going to meet with Cambien?” Navan asked, striding forward.

      “There wasn’t time to spread the word to all of you. The Draconians weren’t safe there, outside the walls of Regium. If they’d stayed, the rebels and the queens would have pinned them between their two sides,” I replied firmly. “The Pyros have come here to help us, and they are sacrificing a hell of a lot to do so. They know they can’t go back to Zai if they help us, but they’ve come anyway. I wanted to check the situation with Cambien, without disrupting the mission to get the mist dispersed. Besides, I told Bashrik.”

      “She did, to be fair,” Bashrik replied.

      Nisha stepped in. “My contacts are here, as are some of Harko’s. I say we accept the gift these Draconians are giving and get on with the task at hand. The rebels will show up soon enough, having heard of their arrival—we should aim to strike before they have the chance.”

      “Agreed,” Rethela said. “Who cares if she liaised with allies without us? She is one of our driving forces. We ought to trust her judgment.”

      Navan sighed, shooting Cambien a less-than-amused glance. “Call it personal worry.”

      “No time for that, my friend,” Ronad replied, clapping Navan on the back. “Bigger picture, remember?”

      “Sorry.”

      I leaned up and kissed him on the lips, before turning to address the crowd. “We have eighteen mist ships at our disposal, and two holds full of manual sprayers. I propose that everyone climb aboard a mist ship and get to spraying. If you’ve come in your own ship, you can leave it here and return for it later. Now, our mist will work slightly differently from the sleeping mist, which is effective when breathed in. If our anti-elixir is ingested, rather than soaked in, it will have a similar effect, but we need to focus on it soaking through their suits. Fortunately for us, Jareth has designed it to sink through the fabric that the rebel suits are made from.”

      At the mention of the sprayers, the Idrax brothers sprinted into the Fed ship and Kaido’s vessel to retrieve the spray guns from the holds, and they proceeded to hand them out amongst the congregation. It took a matter of minutes. As they were doing so, Cambien stepped forward to address the awestruck crowd. I doubted any of them had seen a Draconian before, let alone one who looked so infuriatingly majestic.

      “We can assist in every matter where you require support, be it in the air or on the ground,” Cambien said. “We can also defend those coldbloods who will be using the manual sprayers, ensuring no harm comes to them as they creep from rebel vessel to rebel vessel. I doubt it has evaded your notice, but we create quite the distraction.” He gestured to his colorful army.

      “That sounds like an excellent idea, friend,” Nisha commended him, reaching out her hand to shake his. I noticed he didn’t make a single advance or crude joke at her expense. It made me smile; nobody dared to cross Nisha, not even Cambien’s ego.

      “As with the queens’ mist ships, if we come across any rebel vessels, we can dispense the anti-elixir through the vents and the engines; it will work its way into the ship and spread,” I went on. “Although, that is where the sprayers will come in. You can direct the anti-elixir more precisely through these weak spots.”

      The task force nodded in understanding.

      “It’s going to be a tight squeeze,” I warned. “We have eighteen ships at our disposal, which means roughly six of you per vessel. Then, we need to factor in the Pyros.”

      “We have our wings,” Cambien protested.

      I shook my head. “You’ll be safer inside the ships, just until we reach the rebels. I don’t want anyone getting shot down on the way.”

      Garrik’s eyes went wide in horror. “You might not have to worry about that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the rebels are coming.” He pointed to the far horizon, where the heat of engines shimmered and clouds of dust whipped up across the wasteland. We’d known it wouldn’t be long before they found us, but I’d hoped for more time.

      “Everyone get to the ships!” I roared. “Find space where you can. Get inside and wait for our command!”

      “We’re going to drench these bastards!” Nisha howled.

      I nodded. “Pilots, stay close to us in a tight formation,” I shouted, my voice carrying across the task force. “Bashrik and Lojak are going to stretch the cloaking mechanism of their vessels to cover all eighteen ships. We need to stay as close as possible. One false move and they will see anyone who breaks away from the parameters of the cloak!”

      A confused fighter raised her hand. “Aren’t we facing the rebels in battle? Why this hiding and waiting?”

      “We have to see how their battle with the queens pans out before making our strike,” I replied, for all to hear.

      “Their forces will be diminished, and they won’t be expecting us,” Navan added, standing at my side.

      “Is everyone clear?” A rumble of assent rippled through the group. “Then, get on board and listen closely for the next move!”

      In a mass of orchestrated chaos, the task force—now loaded down with spray guns—and the Draconians piled onto the eighteen available mist ships. The Idrax brothers hurried onto Lojak’s ship, which had been haphazardly adapted for anti-elixir dispersal before any of us left, and we did the same, running onto the one we’d arrived on. We’d attached a few of the sprayers to the wings, rigging it to the weapon controls. It wasn’t pretty, but it would work. At least, I hoped it would.

      “Ronad, maybe it would be better if you moved over to Lojak’s ship, to help with the cloak mechanism. You know these systems better than anyone—if it fails on their side, they’ll need someone like you to fix it,” Bashrik suggested. “It’s easy on this ship, because it comes fully installed, but Lojak was still going over things with his vessel this morning.”

      Ronad shook his head defiantly. “No way, I’m coming with you. Lojak knows what he’s doing—he’s been doing this his whole life. Plus, he has Garrik. Garrik has run jobs with this same mode of operation; we did this exact cloaking thing a few years back. If it goes south, he’ll be able to help. Relax, okay?” His voice carried a weird, hard edge. I got the feeling his reluctance stemmed from something more than his faith in Lojak. It reeked of Orfaio and the puzzle pieces.

      The rebel horde was still safely in the distance as the last stragglers boarded their ships. Once everyone was inside, we fired up the comms and sent instructions to rise in formation. Bashrik implemented the cloaking mechanism, and a shimmering shield engulfed our ship and spread outward. We kept to the outside edge, with Lojak on the opposite side.

      “Cloak in place?” Bashrik asked over the comms.

      “Affirmative,” Lojak replied. Soon enough, everyone was within its cover.

      “Stay low until the rebels have passed us, then we trail them at a safe distance,” Bashrik instructed, receiving replies from the rest of the pilots. The drone pairing had been stopped, each ship now flying in the hands of the citizen task force.

      My heart jumped into my throat as the rebels neared, their ships swarming forward en masse. Even with the cloak, I was terrified they would spot us. It felt like everybody was holding their breath as Ezra and his army sailed over the terrain where we hovered. If they discovered us, we’d be done for. Twenty ships, including the Fed ship and Kaido’s vessel, would barely inconvenience them if they wanted to decimate us.

      I breathed out as the ships passed us by, powering on toward Regium and the threat of the queens. Somehow, we’d managed to get away with it.

      “Follow at distance,” Bashrik whispered, as though the rebels might hear him if he raised his voice.

      “Copy that,” came the reply.

      Slowly, we began to follow the rebel forces. On the control panel, I could see the formation of our fleet, tightly packed. There was barely ten feet of space between vessels. As long as nobody collided in the sky, we’d be fine. Still, that thought weighed heavy on my mind as we gave chase, keeping a good distance behind the rebels.

      Reaching the familiar mountain range that circled Regium, we moved off to the right-hand side and lifted higher into the sky, where we could get a bird’s eye view of the battle that was about to take place. We’d been there barely a minute when the first shots were fired, thunderous blasts ricocheting from the defenses of the queens. Dragons weren’t something they knew how to fight, but the rebels were a different story. They weren’t shying away this time.

      An imposing lineup of warships, smeared in silver, green, black, and red, hovered above the city limits, their guns raised. A blast whistled from the cannon of a vessel, hurtling toward the front line of the advancing rebels. It found its mark, exploding the rebel ship to smithereens. More followed, blast after blast pounding the rebel advance, piercing the shields and shattering the vessels into nothing more than falling shards of metal. As the rebel coldbloods exited the hatches of their vessels, the infantry flying straight toward the city, smaller ships emerged from behind the queens’ front guard. They sprayed mist from beneath, enveloping the infantry and any survivors who’d fallen from the exploded ships. After each spray, the small ships retreated. Clearly, the queens didn’t have a single drop of sleeping mist to waste.

      The rebels fired back, but they didn’t seem as powerful as they’d once been. They made no attempt to block the incoming fire or use evasive maneuvers to escape it. Instead, they held their formation, peppering the queens’ armies with a barrage of artillery. Wherever the big guns were, the rebels weren’t ready to bring them out just yet.

      “What are they doing?” I whispered to Navan.

      “I think they’re testing the waters,” he replied, slipping his arm around my waist.

      “You think they’re letting the queens tire themselves out?”

      He nodded. “They probably want to know how easy the line will be to break. My guess is, they’re biding their time. They’ll start with artillery and move to explosives when the queens start to run out.”

      Part of me felt like I should warn the queens, somehow, but they weren’t my responsibility anymore. Brisha had always been kind to me. If it hadn’t been for the bigger picture, I might have been tempted to get word to her. As it was, my loyalties didn’t lie with her anymore.

      “I don’t know about that,” Bashrik replied. “It looks to me like the queens are freaking winning!”

      Cambien smirked. “If you think this is winning, my friend, you have never seen the true devastation of war.”

      Bashrik was right; the more I watched, the more it really did look like the queens were pushing back the rebel fleet. Their blasters were hammering full-pelt, exploding rebel ships left, right, and center, until there were less than a quarter of what they’d arrived with. The infantry had stopped trying to attack, retreating to the safety of the ships. However, I spotted a couple of sleeping immortals on the ground below us, curled up, oblivious to what was going on overhead.

      “They’re… They’re retreating,” Ronad whispered, as though he couldn’t quite believe it. I frowned, trying to catch his eye, but his gaze was fixed firmly on the warzone. Had he seen a different outcome?

      “Again, dear friend, I imagine you have never seen the true perils of war,” Cambien remarked.

      Surprisingly, Jareth was the one to speak up. “He was in special ops for years, if you must know. He has seen plenty of wars and has been in the middle of battlegrounds so gruesome you wouldn’t believe the stories, even if he told you. My own son, his comrade, told me these tales, and I could not believe them. So, how about you keep your remarks to yourself?”

      Cambien merely laughed. “I was simply trying to say that all may not be what it appears. Your kind are crafty—they do not behave in a predictable manner. You say they are immortal, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe these were the sacrifice—a few nasty injuries, for the sake of information.”

      Jareth whirled around, his eyes narrowing. “In Rask’s name, the scaly one is right.”

      “I am rarely wrong, grayskin.”

      “What do you mean?” I ran to the control panel in a fit of panic, before Cambien and Jareth could get into a fight over who had the bigger ego.

      Bashrik pointed at the radar. “Oh damn. A fleet is on its way… a huge one.”

      Sprinting for the windshield, I stared in disbelief as a ginormous force rumbled into view. They filled the sky, as far as the eye could see, forcing us to move higher to get out of their way. It seemed that Ezra and Aurelius had managed to recruit more soldiers after conquering Northern Vysanthe, and snatched up a healthy quantity of extra ships, too. Whether by force or by voluntary consent, it didn’t matter; their numbers had swelled regardless.

      The queens’ army forged a ring around the mountain range, holding the line. I already knew it was too little, too late. The capital city was surrounded by rebel forces. There was no way they could eliminate so many.

      “Hold tight,” Bashrik instructed. “We need to see how this plays out.”

      “Copy that,” eighteen voices echoed.

      “At least they’re all in one place,” I mused, my heart thundering in my chest. We were perilously close to the rebel fleet. Despite the threat they held over the city of Regium, I was glad they were distracted.

      “What is that?” Nisha wondered, moving up to the very edge of the windshield, her nose almost touching the glass.

      I frowned, joining her. “What?”

      “That.” She pointed to the tallest spire of Gianne’s palace. The flags of the two queens were being taken down by stealthy hands. In their place, a single sheet of gray rose.

      “They’ve surrendered,” Jareth gasped.

      “So quickly?” It didn’t seem possible.

      “Maybe they knew it was a fight they couldn’t win,” Cambien remarked. “I’ve seen it happen before. To save the majority, sacrifices have to be made.”

      Whatever had urged the queens to back down, it didn’t matter. Ezra and Aurelius had officially won the war.
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      It had all happened so fast, but I understood why the queens had done it—if they hadn’t surrendered, the rest of their army would’ve been easily decimated, all lives lost.

      We hovered where we were while the rebel forces moved in, the queens’ defenses retreating to the hangars. The rebel vessels swept toward the glinting spires of the palace, setting down wherever there was space. Still hidden by the cloaking mechanism, we followed, careful not to get too close.

      “What’s the plan now?” Jareth whispered.

      “Ezra and Aurelius will draw a crowd,” I replied. “We wait until their numbers have assembled, and then we strike.”

      This was a dangerous move, but it was the best opportunity we could have hoped for. The rebels were mostly gathered in one place, meaning one sweep of the congregation might rid the majority of their immortality. As long as we stayed in tight formation and kept out of the way, we might just get away with it. Only a few rebel ships remained in the sky. After all, there was nothing to fight for anymore. The war was won—nobody was going to retaliate. Well, nobody that they knew of.

      Twenty minutes later, two figures appeared on the royal balcony. The entire rebel horde crowded the palace walls, eager to see the faces of their triumphant leaders. In every available space surrounding the palace, rebels were cramped. I noticed that the true citizens of Regium kept to their houses, a few peering from windows to see what was going on. I imagined they didn’t want to come out, in case the rebels started to round up dissenters. It would happen soon enough, but nothing was going to get in the way of Ezra and Aurelius’s announcement.

      The only members of the queens’ territories that emerged were the surrendered forces, who were being frog-marched out of their vessels and made to stand with the rebels. A sign of power and superiority.

      “To my troops and to those who have surrendered, I welcome you to a new era!” Ezra bellowed, his voice amplified to reach the crowd. “We’ve fought long and hard, but the war is finally over. While those of you who have fought for the queens may fear what’s to come, I urge you to accept your new rule with open arms.”

      The rebel soldiers knelt, shoving their enemy counterparts to the ground. “Ezra, Ezra, Ezra, Ezra…” the chant started small, growing in volume.

      “It will be a time of change!” Ezra roared. “It will be a time of prosperity! There’ll be no more fighting, no more squabbling between petty queens. Instead, you will all be pushed into the future with a strong, guiding hand—a hand that knows the supremacy of Vysanthe, and wishes to see it fulfilled!”

      Aurelius looked sheepish, evidently wanting to say a few words of his own. With Ezra stealing the show, that didn’t seem likely. I could sense the friction between them. Yes, they might have won the war between the rebels and the queens, but it was clear there was still a conflict brewing between the rebel leaders. The fact that the crowd was chanting Ezra’s name would only make things worse. Aurelius had gone from one position of submission to another, without even realizing it.

      “Now,” I urged.

      Bashrik nodded, opening up the comms. “Move to release. Follow my and Lojak’s lead.”

      “Copy that,” nervous voices replied.

      Still cloaked, we moved toward the kneeling crowd, ready to release the anti-elixir. I knew our tanks of the stuff wouldn’t successfully cover all of the rebels, but I was certain we could get most of them. If we covered enough ground and kept the storm going, putting in evasive maneuvers where necessary, we could do this. Ultimately, our plan was to create a snowstorm that froze in the Vysanthean air, flakes drifting down in a powerful barrage that they wouldn’t be able to escape. The sleeping mist had contained some kind of antifreeze, but we hadn’t been able to come up with one in time. There were too many factors involved, and Jareth hadn’t been sure we could antifreeze without ruining the potency of the anti-elixir. So, it would be a snowstorm—the likes of which the rebels had never seen before.

      “Inform my Pyros, and those who will go to ground with the sprayers, that they should prepare to jump,” Cambien said.

      “Pyros, prepare to defend. Task force, pick up your sprayer guns and prepare to jump. Spray anyone who tries to leave,” Bashrik instructed.

      “Understood,” the pilots replied. All around, the hatches opened, and faces appeared at the edges, along with hands clutching the spray guns tight. Being inside the shared cloak bubble, we were able to see our mist-ship neighbors. The Draconians were hard to miss, their bright colors shining.

      “Hold,” Bashrik insisted.

      “With this historic triumph, we welcome in a new way of life!” Ezra bellowed. “This is a happy day. One that shall cement our prowess in the universal annals, for the rest of time! Look upon your neighbor and see the truth in my words. We come bearing the gift of immortality! If you do not fight this new future, you shall receive the same gift. This we promise you!”

      “Release now! Sprayers, wait for my instruction!” Bashrik barked, pushing the ships down over the crowds.

      Still cloaked in formation, our fleet triggered the dispersal mechanisms. A moment later, it began to snow, heavy flakes surging downward in a blanket of silver-tinged flurries. It was so dense that it made visibility nearly impossible, though we could still make out the figures on the royal balcony through the video feed Bashrik had playing on the screen. Sheets of snow danced in front of the rebel leaders, and the rebel forces lifted their faces toward it, letting the cool flakes soothe their skin. I could hardly believe it. There was no surprise. Nobody was running. Nobody feared it. I realized then that nobody understood what it was… How could they?

      “You see how Vysanthe smiles on us?” Ezra bellowed. “You see how she sends us this sign of her gratitude? Snow has long been a sign of change, of rebirth. This storm is no different. It’s a welcome emblem, to seal our future in hope!”

      The crowd cheered, lifting their hands to the falling flakes.

      Holding our nerve, we moved all across the city, the anti-elixir drifting down. The rebels continued to cheer its presence, Ezra and Aurelius grinning on their balcony. With our ships cloaked and the clouds blackening overhead, I guessed they presumed we were snow clouds, releasing the sign that cemented their glory.

      The snow itself was strangely beautiful, cascading downward in a silent curtain, blanketing the city below. It gathered on rooftops and roads, covering parks and ships, melting into the skin of the victorious rebels. It coated them, soaking their clothes, seeping into their bloodstreams. The anti-elixir didn’t take long to work. Soon, everyone would be on a level footing again, the rebels’ advantage snatched away.

      I remembered something Lazar had said, so long ago now: Vysanthe is a savage beauty. He was right. In the oddly calming drift of falling snow, I had never seen it look more striking.

      “We should target Ezra and Aurelius,” Navan said. “We can’t give them the chance to escape.”

      I nodded. “While the other ships release their manual sprayers, we can head for the palace.”

      Cambien cleared his throat. “Might I suggest an alternative?”

      “Make it fast.”

      “Myself and the Pyros will take care of those in the palace,” he said firmly. “They have taken much of what is ours, and we plan to repay them for that in kind. This is the moment we have been waiting for, Riley—do not rob us of our vengeance again.”

      I smiled at him sadly. “The palace is yours. Just make sure you get those bastards, okay?” I jabbed a finger at the video screen, where Ezra and Aurelius were still basking in their glory, oblivious to the effects of the anti-elixir.

      “Instruct my Pyros to prepare for battle,” Cambien said, turning to Bashrik. “Request that a small group remain behind, to protect the sprayers.”

      Bashrik nodded, and relayed the message. A chorus of “copy that” came back to him, the Pyros readying themselves for a fight. Now that the rebels were no longer immortal, it was a fight we could definitely win. Perhaps Orfaio’s timing hadn’t been off, after all.

      “For tonight, we will celebrate the changes of our great nation!” Ezra went on. “But come tomorrow, the hard work will begin. If you’re not with us, you’re against us. We offer you eternal life, but if you won’t accept, then you will face the opposite—a life cut short. Follow us and your lives will go on in happiness and prosperity. Defy us, and you will die! Long live Vysanthe!”

      “Long live Vysanthe!” the rebels roared back.

      Jareth shook his head. “I wish Lazar could see this so he would know the kind of evil he had allied himself with.”

      “I think he always knew, Jareth… He just hoped for something better,” I replied.

      “Are we ready?” Bashrik asked.

      My heart thundered in my chest. “I think so. Cambien, you might want to get into position.”

      “Of course.” The Draconian disappeared into the main space of the ship, with the sound of the hatch opening coming a second later.

      “In five, four, three, two, one… Pyros and sprayers, go, go, go!” Bashrik shouted.

      A swarm of winged individuals plummeted from the ships around us, the Pyros melding seamlessly into their impressive dragon forms in midair. While the gun-wielding task force took to the ground, spraying anyone in sight, the Draconians flew to the palace. A small group remained behind, protecting the sprayers and exploding the last defensive ships from the sky, as promised, but a mighty horde headed for the spires. They took my breath away, slicing through the sky with their powerful, streamlined bodies. Every color of scale shone brightly, and I knew those scales might be the last things many of these rebels saw. I certainly hoped it would be the last thing Ezra and Aurelius saw—a shimmer of rusty red before death descended.

      Cambien was leading the charge, his enormous wings beating the air until it thundered, the vibrations booming all around. In the distance, the opaleine of the palace walls seemed to glow, almost; the Pyros were channeling the energy of it to strengthen their forces, draining it of its power. Suddenly, the walls cracked, the sapphire veins dwindling to nothing but a deep, unsettling black. The spires crumbled, the battlements falling to dust, huge fissures appearing in the façade. As the cracks met, more pieces of the palace fell away. Seizing their moment, the Pyros hurled fierce beams of raw fire at the broken walls, razing it to the ground.

      The rebels were screaming, trying to run, but the task force was upon them. Those who’d avoided the snow found themselves being blasted by pure anti-elixir, while those who tried to fight were met with guns and blades. Chaos reigned, the city a mass of swarming bodies.

      I lifted my gaze to the video feed. The palace was a ruined mass of crumbling rock, with Cambien and the Pyros caught in the fray. Gianne and Brisha were also inside, somewhere. I hadn’t seen them leave, and there would have been no time for escape. I imagined Ezra had put them somewhere safe so he could use them as leverage later. He wasn’t the kind of man to kill such useful bartering chips.

      A boulder of decimated opaleine collapsed from the lintel above the balcony, hitting Aurelius squarely in the shoulders. The force knocked him forward, and a trickle of blood fell from the corner of his mouth. He fell to the ground with a thud I could almost hear. He did not get up again.

      Ezra, on the other hand, was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where is he?” I snapped.

      “Do the Pyros have him?” Navan asked.

      “He has to be in there somewhere.” Ronad peered through the windshield at the tangle of dragons who circled the crumbled palace. It looked like they were hunting, trying to spot their prey with their amber eyes. I knew exactly what they were looking for, the knowledge setting my nerves on edge. Ezra had managed to evade them.

      We scoured the city, trying to pick out a familiar figure in the chaotic crowd. People were running everywhere, trying to escape the task force and the Regium citizens, who had emerged from their homes to bring justice down on the heads of the rebels. They didn’t seem to know what to make of the task force, but, right now, they weren’t the enemy. It was impossible to find one single face amongst them. He could hide in plain sight, and we’d never know he was there.

      Nisha pointed at a shadow creeping through the darkness of the mountainside. “There!”

      A small ship was speeding from the ruins of the palace, using the shadows as protection. The sleek silver was camouflaged against the stone, the reflection creating an optical illusion. I was grateful for Nisha’s sharp eyes.

      “It has to be Ezra,” Jareth muttered. “Only he would seek to escape the destruction of his people, the ones who granted him this power. Only he would abandon them in their time of need.”

      I nodded. “Bashrik, we need to go after him.”

      “No problem,” he replied. “Ezra is escaping; we are giving chase. The rest of you keep doing what you’re doing. Lojak, you and Garrik are in command. I have to remove my side of the cloaking mechanism, but you guys should be fine now.”

      “Copy that,” Lojak replied. “We’re done hiding, anyway. Time for a full-scale assault. You send word if you need assistance, and we’ll be right on your tail, okay?”

      “Thank you, Brother. This is Bashrik checking out. I’ll keep the line open, but I might have to switch to long range, depending how far this bastard gets.”

      “Understood.”

      The video stream remained fixed on the unmoving body of Aurelius. Bashrik turned the ship around and sped after the retreating vessel. This had to be Ezra running to safety with his tail between his legs. Survival had always been his first instinct.
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      Cloaked once more, the ship flew after Ezra. From the thick blanket of snow that had fallen, and continued to fall, I was pretty sure he’d been caught in it, just like Aurelius. However, there was no way of knowing whether Ezra understood the full extent of what had happened. Aurelius had died under that boulder of opaleine, making me certain the anti-elixir snow was a success.

      “We’ve got to make him pay,” I said bitterly, thinking of Cambien and the sacrifice he and his Pyros were making. A few had been crushed among the falling walls of the palace, and I didn’t know if they’d survive. Either way, they were fighting for us, and we needed to make sure their help didn’t go unnoticed.

      “We will,” Navan promised.

      As we soared over the icy tundra, trailing Ezra’s ship, a beep on the control panel startled us. A transmission was coming through. Bashrik opened up the comms channel, all of us bracing for the sound of Ezra’s voice. It was a shock when a very different voice crackled through the speakers, one I hadn’t expected.

      “This is Kaido. Is Riley on board?”

      Bashrik frowned. “Kaido? What the hell, man? You’re supposed to be back at the cabin, watching over the others.”

      “Plans have altered.”

      I moved over to the control panel so I could speak to him myself. “Are you flying Szayan’s ship?” I couldn’t see it, making me realize it was cloaked, but there was no other ship he could be using.

      “I am.”

      “Kaido! That’s supposed to be a field hospital, in case any of us get injured!” I thought back to the Draconians, knowing they’d need assistance soon enough. Once the dust cleared, we’d know who needed patching up… and who it was too late to help.

      “There were no other ships at my disposal, and I had to come to you with the utmost urgency,” he explained. “Szayan is aware of the situation and agreed with my insistence. I will return with this ship as soon as I have experimented on you.”

      “Now really isn’t the time, Kaido. If you hadn’t noticed, we’re kind of chasing Ezra down.”

      “This cannot wait,” he urged. “We picked up a transmission from Regium and heard what happened. We realized the mission must have been a success, which makes my presence here all the more pressing.”

      I glanced at the others. “What do you mean?”

      “I realized the problem with the serum I gave you,” he explained. “You said you could not hold the gaze of the man you saw, correct?”

      “That’s right.”

      “It is because you are not strong enough, in your inferior human form,” he went on. “I have brought several serums to try, so that you may endeavor to delve into your visions once more.”

      “Yes, but now isn’t the time!” I repeated, exasperated. “We need to get Ezra and kill him, before he can escape.”

      “My point exactly. It is the perfect time, and is indeed the most necessary time for this,” he promised. “The first part of the process will assist you in your pursuit of Ezra. Please, allow me to administer it. I am most anxious for you to try it.”

      “How can it help?”

      He tutted. “It will make you a true coldblood, for a short time.”

      I gasped. “What?”

      “I have combined the wing-growth serum, using an old formula I discovered in my notes, with that of the power-up serum that you have previously ingested. It will not start the visions until I administer a second, backup serum. So, you will have the perfect opportunity to utilize these new abilities, while safe in the knowledge that they will aid you in our vision experiment later.” He paused. “Naturally, you will have to make quick work of Ezra. Otherwise, the serum’s potency will fade. I trust you can do such a thing?”

      “Well, how long will I have, exactly?”

      “Riley, you must know that these serums do not have a precise timer.”

      “Give me a ballpark figure, then!”

      “I do not understand. Ballparks are somewhat large, are they not? They bear no relation to time. How can I even begin to quantify a measurement like that into a completely different measurement, such as time?”

      I shook my head. “I mean, give me an estimate.”

      “Ah, I see. You will have one hour, give or take a couple of minutes, as soon as the first serum enters your system,” he replied. “The second, vision-inducing serum, will have to be administered within that hour. As to why I am not administering both at once, I will explain later. I hope you trust my work enough to know that my reasoning is perfectly understandable and has been thoroughly considered.”

      “I have faith in you, Kaido.”

      A short silence echoed.

      “Kaido?”

      “Thank you, Riley.” He sounded almost sad, as though he hadn’t heard anyone say that to him before. “Where shall we meet to perform the injection?”

      Navan stepped in. “Wait until we’ve slowed Ezra’s ship down, okay? We’ll never win if we keep chasing him in circles; we need to get him on the ground, so we can fight face-to-face. I’m going to try something now. If we succeed, meet us on the ground and give her the serum then.”

      “That sounds agreeable, though I do not like the idea of trailing you into battle,” he muttered.

      “Hey, with your fighting skills, you might actually be able to help us against Ezra,” Ronad said, his tone a little sour. Evidently, he was recalling the last time we’d experienced Kaido’s ninja skillset, when he’d snatched us from the North and stolen us away to the South. Either that, or he was trying to cover something else—a quiet knowledge that he didn’t want to share. Out of everyone, he was the only person who didn’t seem surprised by Kaido’s arrival. Was it part of the puzzle? I still couldn’t tell.

      “I would prefer not to, but I will if you require it. I have been trained in a way you have not, which may offer an advantage. I will endeavor to do what I can.”

      “Thank you, Kaido,” I said, shooting a warning glance at Ronad. He shrugged innocently.

      “It is my pleasure.”

      “Oh… Kaido?”

      “Yes, Riley?”

      I gulped. “Does the serum you’ve made contain any stimulants?”

      “The wing-growth and the strength serum have not adversely affected you before, so I do not believe they will exacerbate your problem with substances,” he said bluntly. “The vision-inducing serum has also not proven harmful. Botanicals are nature’s medicines; they will not damage you. I believe in their ability to work for good.”

      Bashrik snorted. “I think he’s forgetting sarafim cane.”

      “What other people choose to do with nature’s miracles is none of my concern and does not lessen the wonderful abilities of flora and fauna,” Kaido shot back. “Sarafim cane can be used for good. The universe is simply full of idiots who wish to manipulate their brain chemistry for the worse.”

      “Thank you for your help, Kaido,” I repeated. “We’ll meet you on the ground. Keep close to us, okay?”

      “I shall.” It sounded like he’d cut the transmission, but his voice echoed through the speakers a minute later. “Might I suggest you utilize what is left in your sprayers to dampen Ezra’s engines? If enough is sucked into the turbines, you will short the circuits.”

      “An excellent suggestion, my son,” Jareth said unexpectedly, a look of pleasant surprise on his face.

      “Thank you, Father.” With that, the transmission ended.

      “Could that work?” I wondered, keeping an eye on the ship ahead of us.

      Navan nodded. “It might.”

      “The physics make sense. That isn’t Kaido’s scientific forte, but he rarely gets the math wrong,” Bashrik replied.

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Nisha boomed. “Let’s short his damn circuits!”

      Bashrik smirked as he punched the ship’s engines, powering us forward to catch up with the vessel that was racing away. Ezra’s ship was small and didn’t look particularly armed. Evidently, he hadn’t had much time to pick a better one. Hopefully, his haste would work to our advantage. Although our ship didn’t particularly have weapons either, aside from two meager side cannons and the newly attached sprayer mechanisms, it was much faster than Ezra’s.

      Within five minutes, we were bumper-to-bumper with him. I could see that his engines were struggling, thin wisps of black smoke filtering out. Maybe we wouldn’t need to use the sprayers after all. Bashrik forced us forward, hitting the back of Ezra’s vessel with a clank. It bobbed in the air, lopsided, but continued on across the barren wasteland. Bashrik hit it again, focusing on the rear turbines. This time, a chunk of metal fell to the ground below. Thicker wisps of smoke emerged, a few sparks flying.

      “Hit him again!” Jareth howled, caught up in the excitement.

      “Yes, Father,” Bashrik replied, with an amused grin. He powered the ship forward, the curved front thudding into Ezra’s vessel so hard that we all jolted forward on impact. Navan reached out to grasp me, pulling me back into his arms. I smiled, watching through the windshield as the whole right-hand engine dropped off, plummeting from the sky. The left sputtered awhile, before the entire ship began to tumble, spinning through the air and heading for the wasteland.

      A perilously short distance from the ground, Ezra leapt out of the hatch and flew toward the safety of the forest, landing in a clearing before heading into the dense brush. We pursued him, landing nearby and sprinting from the vessel. Bashrik and Jareth remained behind to watch the ship, and at Ronad’s curious insistence, Kaido set down a moment later, rushing down the gangway with a large bottle of serum in his hand. While Nisha and the others headed for the spot where Ezra had disappeared, I hurried to meet Kaido, taking the serum from him and lifting it up.

      “You sure this is safe?”

      He frowned. “Of course I am sure. I am a professional.”

      I smiled. “That’s good enough for me.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I downed the contents of the bottle until there was nothing left. It tasted sour and unpleasant, a strange tingling starting at the back of my throat. Kaido watched me closely, his eyes examining me. It made me feel as though he hadn’t been entirely truthful about the serum’s safety. Then again, Kaido wasn’t a liar.

      “Do you feel anything?” he asked.

      I nodded, something firing through my veins with a liquid heat. It was sharper than adrenaline, the sensation tinged with pain. “It’s starting. You should wait with the ships. Keep them safe for our return.”

      “I will not, Riley. My skills will better serve you on the field of battle, and if anything should go awry with the serum, I have the reversal mixture on my person. These ships are locked—they do not need a sentinel.”

      “In that case, we better get going,” I urged, handing the empty bottle back to him. He slipped it into his back pocket, and without another word, we took off after the others. The serum would soon start to take its full effect, and I wanted to be face-to-face with Ezra when it kicked in.

      As I ran for the nearby forest, the changes began, crashing down on me. My muscles felt like they were ablaze, straining and seizing beneath my skin, while my eyes stung as everything around me grew clearer. My mouth felt dry, my teeth itching, my throat scratchy. I felt like I could hear every leaf rustling in the trees and smell the grassy aroma of the undergrowth. My ears echoed loudly, the pulse of every tiny noise amplified ten times over, making me wince. Kaido held me up as I staggered, his strong grip keeping me steady.

      “This will pass,” he promised.

      I nodded, unable to squeeze a word out. The worst part was starting. Behind my back, underneath my shoulder blades, the bones cracked and stretched, making room for the wings that didn’t belong there. I stumbled again, kneeling on the ground while I pushed through the agony of it.

      “Are you able to continue? I can return you to the ship until the worst of it is over,” Kaido offered.

      I shook my head, gripping his hand and pulling myself to my feet. “I’m okay.” This time, he didn’t shy away from the physical contact. If it served a functional purpose, it was fine.

      As I reached the tree-line, the sensation of liquid fire in my veins turned cold. I peeled away the gloves of my suit, the Vysanthean chill no longer troubling me. Beneath, my skin had grown cold and ashen, morphing into that oh-so-familiar gray tone. I wondered what I looked like, but it wasn’t as if there was a mirror handy. Instead, I tapped the sides of my canines to find that they’d lengthened and sharpened—they weren’t exactly fangs, but I had a feeling they might come out if someone made me mad.

      “You look like one of us,” Kaido observed.

      “Let’s hope I have the strength of one of you.”

      “I have administered just the right dose,” he replied. “You will have our strength.”

      When we caught up with Navan, Ronad, and Nisha, who were lingering in a smaller clearing of the nearby forest, their expressions morphed into masks of shock.

      “What the—?” Nisha barked in alarm.

      “Kaido’s serum,” I explained. “Means I’m not floundering out here while the rest of you take him on.”

      Navan lifted my chin and placed a delicate kiss on my lips. “I think you look beautiful, no matter what species you’re trying to imitate. It’s definitely unsettling, though.”

      I smiled nervously. “If it sees me through this fight, I’ll be glad of it. Although, I have to admit, I never thought the day would come when I’d turn full coldblood.”

      “Have you misplaced Ezra already?” Kaido asked, looking around. “That is most careless of you.”

      “Do you hear your strange friend? What are you waiting for?” Ezra’s voice taunted from the shadows of the densely packed trees.

      I glowered toward the sound. “Says the coward hiding in the trees. What are you waiting for? Why did you run, Ezra?”

      “I really hate having to go through the hassle of putting myself back together again after dying. If I stayed, I knew I’d end up getting ripped up by a Draconian or crushed by falling opaleine. So, I made a choice. Thought I’d zip back to the North to watch the dust settle, from my favorite spot on Brisha’s old throne,” he shouted back. “That way, I get to stay in one piece, and when it’s all over, I can return triumphantly to reclaim the rebel victory. I’ll pretend I was there all along—no harm, no foul.”

      “If you can get through us,” Nisha spat.

      He cackled sourly. “Oh, come on, what are you going to do? Kill me?”

      My heart leapt into my mouth. My suspicions were confirmed—Ezra had no idea that he was no longer immortal. The five of us turned to one another, exchanging subtle glances so as not to arouse Ezra’s suspicions.

      “There!” Nisha whispered, pointing to a figure creeping between the trunks.

      Signaling to each other, we edged through the dark cool of the forest, stepping carefully over the tangled roots of undergrowth that twisted and turned beneath our feet. Right now, I felt invincible, my eyes picking out different colors and tiny details, while my ears pricked to the sounds of creatures rustling. There was one particular sound that held my attention—the slow movement of something heavy and deliberate. My eyes darted in the direction of the noise and discovered a shadow ducking behind a bush. Keeping silent, I signaled for Navan and Nisha to go around the back, cutting him off. They nodded and hurried away, their footfalls barely making a sound.

      Meanwhile, Ronad, Kaido, and I pressed on, creating a horseshoe-shaped line of defense. If Ezra thought he could hide from us, he was sorely mistaken. At five against one, we had good odds, especially now that I had superhuman energy flowing through every cell. Nearing the bush, I could hear Ezra’s fractured breathing. He wasn’t scared; he was excited. The difference in his breath was as clear to me as day and night. The bastard was looking forward to fighting us, safe in the false knowledge that he couldn’t be killed. Well, we were about to show him.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I mocked.

      In the darkness beyond, I made out Nisha and Navan approaching from behind. Ezra had no idea they were there, his heartrate remaining the same—excited but not too perturbed by the situation. The poor guy thought he could win this.

      “Any last words?” Ronad asked.

      Kaido smiled. “Yes, perhaps you would like to give us your eulogy?” For trash talk from Kaido, it wasn’t half bad.

      Before anyone could say anything else, Ezra lunged from the bush and launched himself at Kaido. Neither coldblood was armed, though the rest of us had the weapons we’d left the cabin with—guns for Ronad, a bandolier of knives for me, an axe for Nisha, and a saber for Navan. Kaido was the only one of us who had nothing to defend himself with, though he was a mean opponent when it came to hand-to-hand combat. He proved it a moment later when he twisted fluidly away from Ezra and jumped onto his back, bringing the flat of his hand down hard on the rebel leader’s neck. Ezra tilted away in time, wincing as the blow hit home. He reached to grab Kaido’s ankles, but Kaido had already somersaulted onto the ground in front of him, whirling around to punch Ezra in the stomach.

      As he stepped back, rounding on Ezra, I saw the flash of a blade a moment too late. The knife hurtled toward Kaido, who appeared to see it at the very last second. He lifted his forearms to block the weapon. The blade sliced through his sleeves and across his gray skin. The wound was deep, leaving a pooling, bluish-black strike across both forearms.

      Beside me, Ronad gasped as though the blade had hit him instead. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, pulling back from the fight. He stepped away, keeping his eyes fixed on the battle, his hands behind his back, as though he didn’t quite trust himself not to get involved.

      “What do you mean, ‘sorry?’ We need you!” I snapped.

      He simply shook his head. “I can’t… I’m sorry, I can’t.”

      More of Orfaio’s cryptic riddles, or so it seemed. That Stargazer really did have the crappiest timing in the universe. Turning back around, I launched into the fray, coming to Kaido’s aid. From his arms, blood poured in thick globules to the ground.

      “Get back to the ship and fix yourself up,” I told him.

      “I will remain. I have a first-aid kit on my person,” he replied, making me frown.

      “Where the hell are you keeping all of these things?”

      “On my person,” he repeated.

      I gestured for him to stand by Ronad. “Never mind! Go bandage yourself before you bleed out!”

      He hurried away while my focus returned to the fight. Navan was in the middle of distracting Ezra, spinning his saber with his back to me. I snatched four knives from my bandolier and hurled them at Ezra. The blades sliced through the gaps in Navan’s saber moves. Neither of them saw it coming, the blades shooting through and pinning Ezra to the broad tree trunk behind him. He looked down in surprise, finding the knives sticking out of his shoulders and above his hips.

      “I have to commend your skills, Riley, though I have to say the coldblood look doesn’t suit you. I much prefer you pale and weak; it makes it all the more satisfying to watch you beg for your life. I got quite the taste for it at the old base—making humans beg,” Ezra muttered, yanking out the blades. I had a weird urge to warn him, knowing the blood would come rushing once he took them out. It pooled out, soaking into his shirt and spilling down his pants. He didn’t seem too bothered, looking almost bored as he waited for the wounds to heal.

      “Something wrong?” I asked, approaching him.

      He narrowed his eyes. “No… why?”

      “Shouldn’t you have healed by now?”

      He glanced down in horror. “What the… What have you done?”

      “The snow, Ezra. A sign of changes to come… just not the changes you were after.”

      “How does that sweet anti-elixir feel?” Nisha added, peering around the tree trunk.

      “No… No, you couldn’t have!”

      I smiled. “We did, and we have.”

      Taking the slippery handle of one of my knives, he lunged toward me. I darted out of the way in time, rolling across the undergrowth and back to my feet. When I stood, he was in front of me again, swiping the knife blade at my neck. I’d never seen such anger in a single person’s eyes. Ezra was beyond furious.

      “You may have made yourself look like a coldblood, but you’ll never be one of us! You’ll never have the power to destroy us!” he raged.

      “I already do.”

      Nisha and Navan charged forward together, seizing Ezra by the arms. His focus was so intent on me that he barely noticed them. He simply writhed against their grip, struggling to reach me so he might slice the blade across my throat. No doubt he wanted some sort of fitting end for me, mirroring the death of his sister. I kept my gaze locked with his, watching every shift of emotion on his face. Understanding suddenly dawned on him, and now he knew the full extent of what we’d done. In the space of one snowstorm, we’d ruined everything he’d been fighting for. Fury bristled in the air between us.

      “Others will take my place!” he roared.

      “I don’t think so, pal.”

      “You will make me a martyr! The people will rise up!”

      I shook my head. “Again, I don’t think so. The people are done with you. You forget, during that last little speech of yours, we all saw your true colors. You were never in this for everyone; you just wanted to be the man on top of it all. The rebels will know you weren’t offering anything different than what had gone before, and everyone else will know you were full of crap. You wanted the throne and the crown for yourself, that’s all. Hell, you weren’t even willing to share it with Aurelius.” I paused, smiling. “Orion might have had a vision for an equal society, but you don’t. You’re a fraud, Ezra, and now everybody knows it. If nothing else convinces them, they saw you run.”

      Ezra surged against his captors with my blade in his hands, striving for my jugular. With all their might, Nisha and Navan yanked him away, throwing him hard at the line of trees behind us. He hit the trunk of one with an almighty thud. A crack ricocheted through the wood, splintering it. Tipping backward, his eyes stared up in a daze. Slowly, he looked down to see what was sticking out of his own throat—a knife handle, in precisely the spot where I’d stabbed him once before. The blade had gone in by accident when he’d hit the tree, plunging deep. Ezra had stabbed himself with the knife intended for me. His hands fought to remove it, but the life was leaving his body too fast.

      His bloodied fingertips slipped around for a moment, desperate to get the knife out. There was nothing he could do. A minute passed until his entire body went still. His open eyes continued to stare upward in shock, confusion written across the last seconds of his mortal existence, seared onto his features.

      Ezra was dead.

      “Is he… gone?” Nisha asked, edging closer to the body.

      Navan knelt, feeling for a pulse. “He’s dead.”

      Kaido hurried up to where we stood, and the three of us stared down at Ezra’s blackening form. The metallic tang of ozone lingered in the air. Soon enough, he’d be nothing but dust, floating away on the air like gray snow. A sign of changes to come.

      “Riley, I do not wish to interrupt this moment, as you are undoubtedly feeling congratulatory, but I must administer the vision-inducing serum before your strength fades,” Kaido said, binding his wounds with a strip of fabric torn from his shirt while he talked.

      “Shall we head back to the ship?”

      He nodded. “That would be optimal for my requirements.”

      “We can leave Ezra here. The wind will take most of him, and the creatures will trample the rest into the dirt,” Navan said coldly.

      With the first blackened flakes beginning to drift upward, we turned away from Ezra’s resting place and made our way back to the tundra, where our two ships remained untouched. The smoldering remains of the third ship sparked and flamed, smoke billowing as fire engulfed it. I imagined that, by the time darkness fell, there would nothing left to show what had happened here.

      A shiver of trepidation gripped my chest as I followed Kaido, knowing that this was the last step. I needed to get Him to see me. If Kaido was right about the coldblood elixir that I’d taken, this time I might have the strength to hold His gaze, letting Him see me as I saw Him.

      And if I could successfully complete my part in this, it would allow me to erase the knowledge of immortality altogether.

      I wasn’t sure how making eye contact with the last Vysanthean god was going to accomplish that, but I’d long since stopped doubting Orfaio’s gifts. I’d understood from the Stargazer that it was possible, so it had to be… right?

      Walking back, I noticed Ronad was still acting weird. I didn’t know why he’d pulled out of the fight and couldn’t even begin to guess what it had to do with Orfaio. So many pieces had already come together—what was left to do? Surely, once I put an end to the immortality knowledge, that was it, job done? It worried me, watching him retreat into himself.

      “Hey, it’s totally fine that you pulled out of the fight,” I said, trying to comfort him. “I know it had something to do with Orfaio, and I know you can’t tell me. I just want you to know that, whatever it is, you’ve got us behind you. We’re here to support you through your piece of the puzzle, okay?”

      Ronad simply nodded and flashed a weak smile, his eyes holding a faraway look.
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      Kaido tinkered with equipment in the pseudo-hospital that had been set up inside the main body of Szayan’s vessel. A few makeshift beds lay on the floor, fashioned from musty mattresses and piles of blankets. I sat down on the edge of one, tucking my knees to my chin. My skin remained gray, the vibrant energy still coursing through my veins.

      “You look splendid,” Jareth complimented from the doorway. He’d come to investigate what Kaido was up to, drawn by scientific intrigue. The others lingered, too. I could tell the presence of an audience was making Kaido even more anxious, but he covered it well, making a show of collecting various implements on a tray.

      “Thanks,” I replied.

      “Honestly, it suits you. The two of you make a much more handsome couple, now that you’re the same as us.”

      I didn’t bother to look at him. “Navan and I are fine how we are, thank you. This is only temporary.”

      “A shame…”

      Kaido brought the tray of items over and set them on the ground. Reaching for a portable heartrate monitor, he pulled it over and began to stick the nodes to my skin. There was a smaller monitor attached to it, to scan my brain activity, which he’d brought from his personal collection. I took a deep breath, struggling to relax. A strange tension bristled between Kaido and me—we were both anxious about what was to come.

      “Now, allow me to clarify,” Kaido said firmly. “The reason the previous serums did not induce sharper visions, and you could not hold the gaze of this individual that you continue to see, is because you lacked the true Vysanthean strength. We share an ancestor, as I have explained to you, which may be why you are capable of accessing these visions. However, without the power of a true coldblood, you will not be able to hold the image. Formerly, for this reason, you have not been fully able to integrate with the vision.”

      “And I’ll be able to now?”

      He nodded. “That is the theory I have been working from, and it is a solid theory.”

      “And you’ve added stardust to the vision serum?”

      “I have added a larger quantity, indeed. This should help lead you to the image you require, as that is what the Stargazer wished you to see,” he said. “However, I have reason to believe that the stardust was given so that we might discover the missing link between our species. The physical substance has some bearing on the visions, but it is not as important as we imagined. What is more important is your genetic stamina, throughout the vision. I have bridged that gap between our species by bolstering your strength and transforming you into a true coldblood.”

      I smiled nervously. “I guess, in this case, we actually are the inferior weaklings.”

      “Indeed. I have been telling you this for some time. Do you think I expend words for my own amusement? I am extremely economical.”

      “You’re nervous too, huh?”

      “Is it so obvious?” he whispered. “I am unused to the sensation. Fear is induced when there is a threat, and yet the threat is not toward me. This fight or flight is wasted on me—it ought to be saved for you, should anything occur within your vision.”

      “I think it might be empathy.”

      He looked at me in surprise. “Empathy? I had not thought of that.”

      “Anyway, how did you figure out what was missing?” Scientific chatter seemed to comfort him.

      “It was your daughter who led me to this epiphany,” he replied. “She is a hybrid, and her blood resulted in the creation of the immortality elixir. Thus, I realized there was something to be said for human genetics, when placed alongside those of a coldblood. Utilizing the information you told me after your last vision journey, I came to the conclusion that more coldblood strength might be of benefit to you. As I said before, I hoped it might bridge the necessary gap, as your daughter’s blood did.”

      “Is it weird that this makes sense to me?” I teased.

      “No, it is not weird. It does make perfect sense.” He paused. “Although, I must admit, the entire process is something of a mystery to me. I do not understand how actions performed within a mere vision may determine a future outcome. It is like awakening to find that something you did in a dream has become a reality. When your dreams contain insects that reach fifty feet, you may begin to understand my trepidation over such matters. Moreover, I detest anything that lacks a scientific explanation.”

      I smiled. “No insects here, just a god with burning eyes. And hey, maybe some things aren’t supposed to be explained.”

      “I highly doubt that. That is a fantasist’s way of thinking. I am no fantasist.”

      “I can’t even imagine what that might look like—Kaido the Fantasist,” I replied, chuckling. It seemed like a strange time to laugh, but the humor was keeping me sane.

      “You are teasing me?”

      I nodded. “Friendly teasing.”

      “Most amusing.” He gave a funny bark that startled everyone in the room, making me laugh louder. I’d forgotten how unusual his laugh was. Navan was oddly silent, though his gaze was fixed on me. I could see that he was worried and that he wanted to say something, but he kept quiet and held my hand instead. He stroked nervous circles with his thumb, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “So, how am I looking? Am I suitably hedgehogged up with nodes sticking out all over the place?”

      Kaido frowned. “Hedgehogged?”

      “A spiky creature on my planet. Has spines sticking out of its body.”

      He smiled thoughtfully. “We have similar creatures called spinypines.”

      “That is ridiculously cute. Do I look like one?”

      “A little bit. A wiry-pine, perhaps.”

      I gaped at him. “Was that a joke, Kaido Idrax?”

      He flushed. “I don’t know… was it?”

      “It was!”

      He barked out another unusual laugh, before his face fell serious again. “We must hurry. I am most thrilled to have successfully delivered a joke, but we have no time for jest.”

      “Then vision me up.”

      “As you wish, Riley.”

      The others huddled around me as Kaido lifted the vial of vision-inducing serum from the tray and handed it to me. At the same time, he picked up a syringe of brightly colored liquid and rested the sharp tip against the edge of my skin, in the crook of my elbow. Without asking if I was ready, he pierced the flesh with the needle, right down to the plastic, and pushed down on the plunger. Wincing, I downed the vial of serum and clutched Navan’s hand. I knew I had minutes until the vision took me.

      “I love you all,” I murmured, looking at the faces of Navan, Ronad, Kaido, and Bashrik. Nisha and Jareth had retreated to the far end of the makeshift med-bay, looking on sheepishly. “If I don’t wake up, I adore you with all of my heart—every single one of you.”

      “Whatever happens, you must not wake her,” Kaido warned. “She may say or do strange things, but it is imperative that you let the vision come to its own conclusion. Waking her from her induced trance may cause mass cranial hemorrhaging.”

      “We get it… don’t wake her up,” Ronad mumbled, tears glittering in his eyes.

      “I must see this through,” I whispered, reality starting to tumble away. “Navan?”

      “Yes, my love,” he replied, holding my hand even tighter.

      “I love you.”

      “And I love you,” he murmured, kissing my lips. “Come back to me, okay?”

      “I will.”

      No sooner had the words left my lips than everything disappeared, my brain ablaze. Szayan’s ship turned to darkness as my eyelids closed, my eyesight shifting to a different plane of existence. The familiar sensations of fire and ice tore through my body, my muscles twinging in agony, every cell blazing white hot. As before, a million thoughts and images bombarded my skull, until I thought my brain might explode. Visions of past, present, and future swirled in a vortex around me. Only, this time, there were new additions—coldbloods staring at me with cold eyes, gray flakes of ash rising into a sky of endless black. I saw Ezra stalking toward me, a glinting knife outstretched to slice open my throat.

      The image shifted toward that painfully familiar sight of the universe on fire, burning planets and towering infernos engulfing civilizations. I heard the screams of Draconians, merevins, shifters, coldbloods, humans, fae, and all those in between. Titans tumbled toward a scorched earth, falling like vast pillars onto cracked deserts. The place was in ruins, and, at the center of it all, a face I could not get to focus. Fiery eyes glinted. And standing beneath the cuffed wrists of the black-eyed god, who had taken the place of Ezra, my daughter smiled up at me.

      I forced the image away, and it spiraled up into nothing. Oblivion descended, leaving me in a pit of pure darkness for what seemed like an eternity. Just when I thought I couldn’t take the deafening silence and permeating shadows a moment longer, it gave way to an icy palace, a coldblood sitting on a throne with a crown of jagged icicles balanced on His head.

      He rose from His throne and walked toward me down a glinting path of silvered ice, as I had expected Him to. He made no threat and held no weapons, but the heat of fire seared against my face as He neared. Shadows drifted away from His wrists, revealing the carved golden cuffs He had shown me the last time. Now that I knew what they were, I had a sense of what He wanted from me.

      “You are the last Vysanthean god,” I said, my voice miraculously working. Steeling myself, I lifted my gaze and felt myself drawn within the fiery pupils. Where before there would have been agony and a sudden explosion as the vision fell away from my grasp, this time I held on. I gazed deep into His flickering, black eyes, refusing to let go.

      Suddenly, everything shifted like a kaleidoscope, the pieces dispersing and coming together again. For a moment, I worried the serum hadn’t been a success—that I was being sent back to reality without completing my mission. But then, the world around me settled into a different vision, the images flooding my mind.

      I hovered on wings above Vysanthe, though nothing looked quite the way I remembered it. The circle of mountains that encased Regium still existed, but Regium itself was nothing like the one I knew. There were no glinting spires, no cramped houses, no grand buildings. Instead, everything seemed simpler. There were a few structures, nothing more. I realized that this had to be an older version of Vysanthe, way back in the past, before coldblood technology evolved.

      The images shifted again, revealing a crowd of coldbloods trekking across an endless plain of thick, white snow. They looked defeated, led by a man whose charisma seemed to buoy the weary travelers up. He was tall and broad-set, his skin a darker gray than most, his eyes the color of the deepest ocean—the kind of blue that was so dark it almost looked black. While his people slept, he hunted for creatures across the bitter landscape, and fed the blood of those beings to the people who followed him. They drank deep and survived the lengthy journey to a place that looked like utopia—an encased valley, within the protection of a mountain range. Here, all kinds of animals existed, and the new inhabitants savored every kill. Prayers were said over the bodies of these sacrifices, thanking them for their gift of life. Civilization had begun, and the people were happy.

      The images shifted again, and deposited me in front of an icy, underground palace. I had a feeling it lay beneath the earth of the Regium crater, every room hewn from solid ice, furniture forged from tightly packed snow, with furs draped across. It was a place of icicles and shadows, and I knew who I was here for. Walking through a hallway of tinkling chandeliers, each dangling diamond handcrafted from the ice, I kept my gaze dead ahead. If I thought about the jagged icicles above, which might fall at any moment, I knew I would lose my nerve. At the end of the hall, an archway led into a throne room that I knew as well as my own home.

      Across a walkway of glinting frost, a throne draped in furs towered over the rest of the room, with five steps leading up to it. A man stood at the top of the steps with his back to me. In his hands, he clutched two fiery blades, bringing them close to the edge of his icy seat, letting the searing edge melt the intricate designs away from the carved throne. Water dripped down, only to freeze on the top step, creating a pretty cascade that curved over the lip.

      “I have been waiting for you,” his voice boomed, jangling the icicles.

      “And who are you, exactly?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      He turned slowly. “I am Rask.”

      “The Rask? As in… for Rask’s sake?”

      He chuckled softly. “It is disappointing to hear my name become nothing but a term of anguish or despair,” he mused, “but I suppose that is me.”

      “Are you the last Vysanthean god?”

      “People have called me that. Although, they forget that I was also the first.”

      “You were?”

      He nodded. “People look for aid in times of need. I provided hope, and they immortalized me for it. The unyielding veracity of their belief made me what I am and gave that gift to others. Even now, the people keep me in their hearts, giving me strength though so many others have been forgotten. And so, you see me here now, still spoken of with each day that passes… the last Vysanthean god. The only one they still recall.”

      “Are you as powerful as a god?” The sight of the golden chains clamped about his wrists made me doubt it. Surely, he’d be able to break out of their curse if he was really all-powerful?

      “I am powerful, though power does not need to be mystical in its origin. The source of my strength comes from the memory of the people—it is simple enough,” he replied. “Now, what is it you wish? Few seek me out in this manner any more, though they always desire something. You are somewhat unusual, but I imagine your hopes are the same.”

      “Can you truly erase the knowledge of immortality from the minds of the coldbloods?”

      He smiled. “I cannot erase knowledge, but I can hide it, as I myself have been hidden. I may push it from the memories of the people, so far back that it becomes a frustration on the tip of one’s tongue. A dusty tome at the back of a library.”

      “Will it be enough?”

      “Nobody has remembered me in their prayers for thousands of years. Is that proof enough?”

      I frowned. “What happened to you?”

      “I sought to maintain my position as a god among men… the new leaders of Vysanthe had other ideas. They did not want their people clinging to prayer and hope. They knew they had to rid their world of me, lest I seize control once more.” He sighed sadly. “In return, they clapped me in chains and sent me to this plane, where I have been imprisoned ever since. They claim I sought to take power by force, but I had no plans to do so. I wished to give the people hope, that is all.”

      “So, why does everyone say you were a mischievous god, who was always up to no good?”

      “Sometimes, I found myself growing bored with immortality and almighty power. I had to amuse myself wherever I could, though it was never malicious. A trick here, a mishap there, that is all.”

      This guy didn’t seem too bad, all things considered. “So, you’ll do this for me? You’ll push away the memory of immortality in their minds?”

      A smolder of fire flickered in his eyes as he raised his wrists. “And if I give you this, you will free me, in exchange? By now, you know what these are and why they are clamped upon me. A curse, to keep me here against my will. As they forgot about me, they forgot they had imprisoned me. I have not deserved this fate.”

      He was hard to read, his black eyes staring into my soul. I remembered the argument between Orfaio and his fellow Stargazer; they’d been worried about what might happen if Rask and I met in these visions. Of course, I hadn’t known it was Rask back then, but the sentiment remained. I was the risky party—I was the one who might bring about destruction if I didn’t make the right choice. But what was the right choice? Without Rask’s help, I couldn’t push the memory of immortality from the minds of Vysantheans. None of our mission would matter. The remaining rebels, or the queens, would figure out the key to immortality eventually, and the whole cycle would begin again.

      “What are the consequences of me setting you free?”

      Rask smiled. “There is always a price to pay, Riley Idrax. You may leave at any moment, if you feel the cost is too high.” He swept the fiery blades through the air, the flames dancing. “However, I feel you would not care for the alternative. If you cannot, or will not, release me, then the coldbloods will continue with their pursuit of immortality, and they will take over the universe. Not today, perhaps, but a few decades hence. You know this to be true; otherwise, you would not be here.”

      I thought of Nova and the future she might have. I saw the burning universe behind her, Rask’s hands on her shoulders. If I didn’t give Rask what he wanted, then she would be chased for the rest of her life, because of the blood that ran in her veins. If they did not get to her first, she would be forced to watch her hopes dissipate with the coldbloods conquering planet after planet. The children of so many would suffer at the hands of a ruthless coldblood horde. I didn’t want Nova to live in that world, not if I could help it.

      “What does the future look like if I set you free?”

      He held my gaze. “Not even I know that.”

      “You’re not as powerful as the Stargazers?”

      He snickered. “My power is different than theirs. I am more… direct.”

      “Will you try to seize power again?”

      “I wish only to have my freedom,” he replied.

      I wondered whether he was lying about his plans for the future once he was set loose. Either way, a choice lay in front of me. Orfaio wouldn’t have sent me here if this wasn’t the right option. Otherwise, what was the point? Calming my nerves, I decided that hiding the knowledge of immortality was the solution we needed right now. If Rask wanted to wreak vengeance on those who had put him here, he’d have a hard time finding them. They were long dead, and, surely, he couldn’t hold the modern coldbloods responsible for what had happened to him. No, we needed him—this was the only way to fulfil our mission.

      “How do I… set you free?”

      “You need only to look into my eyes,” he replied. “I mean, truly look into them, and the chains will break. I will return to the physical world.”

      “I’ve already looked into your eyes, and it only brought me here.”

      “You need to look deeper. See me properly, and I will see you.”

      He strode toward me, coming to a halt in front of the archway where I stood. I forced my mind to focus on the fire in his eyes. Fighting the urge to look away, I held onto his gaze, sinking deeper and deeper into the flickering dark. My body melted away, everything dragged down by the flaming shadows of his eyes, until the palace vanished, and the universe raced by.
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      I awoke with a start, expecting to see the icy palace. Instead, I felt the springs of a musty mattress beneath me and saw Navan’s eyes staring down into mine. He scooched in close and put his arms around me, rubbing comforting circles across my back.

      “What happened?” he asked, his voice tinged with anxiety.

      Kaido was dashing around, scribbling notes and checking the monitors, while Ronad and Bashrik sat on the ground by the mattress. They stared at me in shock. Nisha and Jareth were nowhere to be seen, but those who remained in the makeshift med-bay looked terrified. What had I said? What had I done? Even Navan looked alarmed.

      “I… made a deal,” I replied. “I made a deal to erase the formula for immortality from the minds of the coldbloods.”

      “Can you guys remember anything about it?” Navan asked, turning to Bashrik and Ronad.

      Bashrik shrugged. “I know the rebels were immortal up until recently, but… I can’t remember how they did it. I know it’s possible, but I have no idea how it can be achieved.”

      “Me neither,” Ronad said, though he seemed distracted.

      “No, I can’t either,” Navan murmured. “Looks like whatever you did, it worked.”

      I thought of the black-eyed god and the sensation of sinking into the fiery pupils. I might not have been sure about him, but he’d kept his promise. Immortality was still something we could discuss, and we knew it had been part of our lives in recent times, but the coldbloods couldn’t remember how it was created. Not even Ronad could remember, and he was no longer a true coldblood.

      “Are you feeling better?” Ronad asked suddenly.

      “A bit fuzzy, but I’ll be okay.”

      “Then, can I ask you to come with me?” He kept his eyes fixed on me. “I need to tell you something in private, and we don’t have long.”

      “You can say whatever you have to say in front of us,” Navan replied firmly.

      He shook his head. “Not this time. I can only tell Riley.”

      “Orfaio is still calling the shots? I thought we were done with the Stargazer’s riddles!”

      “One last puzzle piece, Navan. My piece.”

      I staggered to my feet, pulling off the nodes. A wave of nausea crashed over me, and I stumbled. Navan caught me and set me upright, a worried expression on his face. Meanwhile, Kaido tutted in displeasure, the monitors flatlining.

      “She is in no state to speak with you alone, Ronad,” Navan said softly.

      “She must,” he urged. “I am running out of time.”

      I pushed away from Navan. “I’ll be fine. I’ll call if I need any help, okay?”

      “We’ll be right here.”

      Ronad hauled my arm across his shoulders and helped me through to the hallway beyond the med-bay. I could feel the nerves bristling off of him, his face set in a look of pure determination. Was something bad about to happen to me? I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that it might be. There was a price to pay for Rask’s release—he’d said so himself. My mind was racing a mile a minute.

      “What do you need to tell me?” I asked as the two of us stopped in the hallway. I sank down to the ground, propped up by the ship’s wall, while he sank to his knees in front of me.

      “I know about Rask. I know what you did in your vision,” he replied rapidly. “And I know what happens next.”

      Still disoriented, I struggled to focus. “What do you mean?”

      “Rask is coming.”

      “I know… I set him free.”

      Ronad shook his head, gripping my hands. “No, you don’t understand. Rask needs a host—a physical vessel to move about the universe. He lost his physical body when they banished him, all those years ago. That’s why the cuffs were on display at the museum. The cursed essence of them remained on Rask’s wrists, binding him to another plane of existence. Now, that bond has been broken.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. Orfaio knew it would happen, because it had to. I knew it would happen, because it had to.”

      I frowned. “What does all of this have to do with you?”

      “Orfaio told me that Rask will come for me. He will use my body as his vehicle… and I have to stop him.” He paused, doubling over in pain. “I can already feel him taking over. We don’t have long.”

      “No… why you?” I reached out to touch him, but he recoiled.

      “My genetics are coldblood despite what I've done to my body. We are linked through those genetics. He has scanned our species and sought me out as the path of least resistance, because I am weaker than the others, and more easily molded. He will reverse what that serum did, in Texas. His wings will push through where mine once were, and my skin will turn gray again. My eyes will hold the fire of his, and my bones and flesh will stretch to accommodate him. I will no longer be me.”

      “Wh-What will he do, if he succeeds?” My lips trembled.

      “Rask is the epitome of pure evil. He is what you would call the devil,” he replied hurriedly. “He was locked away, not by the coldbloods, but by the Stargazers themselves. With him being promoted to a godlike status, they could step in and prevent him from destroying the universe because he was no longer of the universe. He would have succeeded, had they not stopped him.”

      “And they let me release him?!”

      “In order to prevent the universe’s ultimate demise once again… yes, they had to let you release him. He is coming, Riley. I can feel him taking over.”

      I looked to Ronad with panicked eyes. “How can we stop him?”

      “My piece of the puzzle, Riley.” He lunged forward and snatched a knife from my bandolier, lifting it to his throat. “Don’t be sad, okay? It has to be this way.”

      Gathering my senses, I scrabbled for the blade, gripping Ronad’s wrists and pulling them back so he couldn’t plunge the knife into his throat. I held on tight, my muscles straining. The visions had weakened me, but there was no way I was going to let Ronad execute himself in front of my very eyes. Our eyes locked, tears glittering in his.

      “You have to let me go, Riley,” he urged. “You have to, before Rask comes. It’s the only way to kill him. I have to wait until he has taken over and then kill myself, preventing him from entering the physical world. Once he has chosen a host, he can’t move to another—he’ll be sent back to the plane on which he was imprisoned. He’ll remain there for eternity.”

      “I’m not letting you do this!” I gripped his wrists harder, fighting with every ounce of strength I had left.

      “That vision you keep seeing—first with Ezra, then with Rask—that will happen if you don’t let me go,” he said, his voice catching in his throat. “The universe will burn. Please, Riley, release me.”

      “No!” I sobbed, the blade edging closer to his throat. I was losing my grip on him.

      “Orfaio promised me something, to make it easier to bear,” he said. “He told me a secret.”

      “What secret?”

      Ronad smiled. “He told me of heaven… of the place where souls go. I can’t tell you about it, because it isn’t your time, but Naya is waiting for me there. I’ve seen her in the gift of knowledge that Orfaio gave to me. She is as alive as you or me, and she is out there, ready to welcome me home.” He paused, his hand relaxing on the knife blade. “It’s what I’ve been waiting for, ever since she died. I tried to forget, I tried to move on, I tried to get on with life, but none of it makes sense without her. Now, I understand why—it isn’t supposed to. I’m supposed to go now and meet with her again in the afterlife. This was always supposed to happen.”

      I shook my head, my fingertips slipping on the knife. “Possible outcomes, not definite ones.”

      “Either way, Naya’s out there, and I’m not going to keep her waiting a second longer.” He smiled at me. “Please, Riley… I need to do this.”

      “I’ll stay with you until it’s over,” I whispered, knowing I had no choice.

      He covered my hands with his and stared up into my eyes with gratitude. Suddenly, the familiar face that I knew so well morphed into one I didn’t recognize. His gentle expression twisted into something wry and unpleasant. A dark laugh bubbled from the back of Ronad’s throat, sounding distant and unnerving.

      Rask was taking over.

      A flicker of Ronad remained in the steady gaze. I held onto that final scrap of him, feeling his grip grow tighter. My hands were underneath his, and now I understood why. He couldn’t do this on his own, not with Rask overwhelming his senses.

      “Please…” he whispered. “There's no time.”

      “Ronad, I…”

      “Think of Nova.”

      I closed my eyes and let him bring my hands toward his neck, feeling the sensation of the blade sinking into his throat. I wanted to pull away so badly, but the dark laugh bubbled up again. Ronad must have been building up to this moment, ever since Orfaio imparted their knowledge to him. I couldn't falter now, not when Ronad needed me to be strong.

      I pressed down harder, until there was no blade left. I refused to look at what I’d helped to do, tears cascading down my face. A warm, wet liquid ran across my fingertips, the metal of the blade growing hotter in my palms. Still, I refused to look. I knew why he’d asked me to come with him—because I lacked the strength to actually stop him from killing himself. Had Navan or Bashrik been here, they would have wrestled the knife from him without difficulty. Now, I knew why he’d trusted me with this; he knew I would understand the importance. But it didn’t lessen the pain. I’d helped him take his last breaths, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever get over it.

      “Thank you,” Ronad breathed, from somewhere close to my ear.

      Puzzled, I opened my eyes wide to find that Ronad had disappeared. Streaks of blood covered my hands, but there was no body to speak of. A flurry of gray dust was all that remained of him, the flakes settling on the ground. I wondered how that could have happened after everything Ronad had gone through, to change his body, and realized Rask must be somehow responsible. He’d infiltrated Ronad’s body, and with Ronad’s death he’d been stopped from escaping his prison.

      Forcing myself to stand, I staggered back through to the med-bay with the knife clutched in my hand. I fell to the ground, unable to bear the weight of myself any longer. Navan rushed to my side and pulled me into his arms, carefully wresting the knife from my hand.

      “What's going on, Riley? Are you okay? Did someone try to hurt you?” He looked toward the door. “Wait… where's Ronad?”

      “He’s… He’s gone.”

      “What do you mean ‘gone?’”

      “Gone where?” Bashrik asked, hurrying over, and receiving a sharp look from Navan. “Did you do something to him?” The note of accusation was more than I could bear. I started to sob in Navan’s arms, as the others gathered around me.

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay,” he murmured.

      “It will never be okay,” I wept.

      “What happened?”

      “Ronad… is dead,” I whispered. “He sacrificed himself. He has gone to see Naya.”

      Navan gasped. “What?”

      “What the hell did you do to him?” Bashrik breathed.

      To my surprise, it was Jareth who held him back.

      “Let her speak,” he urged.

      “The last Vysanthean god… he tried to take over Ronad’s body,” I explained, struggling for words. “Ronad saw it coming all along. He knew he would have to give up his own life to stop the universe from burning. He did it for us… for everyone, and now he’s gone.” I descended into heavy, ugly tears that wracked my chest.

      “He killed himself?” Bashrik gaped in horror. “Can’t we do something? Is he still breathing? Maybe he’s not dead!”

      I shook my head. “He’s dust.”

      “How can he be dust? You’re delusional from the serum!” Bashrik ran across the room and froze in the doorway, peering out into the hall beyond. I could tell from his body language that he’d seen the floating flakes of gray dust.

      “I'm not,” I croaked. “Rask was taking over his body. The possession was reversing everything Ronad did on Earth, to remove his coldbloodness. When he… When he died, he turned to dust. I'm not lying.”

      “I believe you,” Navan murmured.

      “He made me help. He knew I wouldn't have the strength to stop him. He used my hands to plunge the blade in.” I choked on a wretched sob, and felt Navan’s arms tighten around me. “I’m sorry… I didn’t want to. I didn’t have the power to stop him.”

      “You do appear to be human again,” Jareth murmured, a hint of sadness in his voice. “I am sorry you were tasked with such a difficult necessity, Riley. Ronad and I… did not exactly see eye-to-eye. But I believe he was a good man, and I know you shared a firm friendship. That is not easy to find in this universe. This Stargazer of yours would likely not have chosen him if he had not been the man that he was… of kind heart and generous spirit.”

      “Orfaio promised him heaven,” I whispered, nestling into Navan’s chest. “They promised him heaven, but I still didn’t want him to go. I wanted him to stay with us… I couldn't make him stay.”

      Navan pulled me closer. “His was the last piece, sweetheart. He…He was a strong, brave, defiant man. My father is right; who else would they have picked for the hardest task of them all? And if he was promised heaven, and the chance to see Naya again, then why should we be sad?” he murmured, though I could feel the damp trickle of tears on his cheeks. “It’s over, my love. It’s all over now.”

      Then why does it hurt so much? I thought, clinging to Navan for dear life.
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      Aboard Szayan's ship, Nisha took the helm and waited for the all-clear to take off. We were due to head back to the cabin in the woods, though all I could do was stare listlessly at the wall while Kaido continued to rush around, feeding tubes into my arms and making more notes. Bashrik had barely said a word to me, before he and Jareth had made their excuses and begun preparations to head into the Fed ship. They were going to follow us, though I knew Bashrik was using it as an excuse to be alone. I could see that he blamed me, but what else could I have done? I kept trying to replay the memory in my head, but it was weirdly suppressed, a hazy blur that made no sense, yet left me with a hole in my heart. Without Ronad, nothing would ever be the same again.

      "Everyone is going to hate me," I murmured to Navan, who still sat beside me.

      "They aren't."

      "How do you know that? You can't know that." I turned my face away. "I had my hands on the knife handle. I could have pulled it away... but I let him do it. I let him kill himself. Bashrik already hates me."

      "He doesn't. It's just a lot to process."

      I turned back to Navan and looked deep into his eyes. "Do you hate me? He was your best friend, after all, and I did nothing to save him."

      Tears still glittered in his eyes. "If I know Ronad, he'd have persuaded you; he'd have won you around to his way of thinking, because that's what he always did. He was the kind of guy who always wanted to do what was right." He paused, clearing his throat. I could hear it in his voice that he hated using the past tense to talk about his friend. "It's why he struggled with his love for Naya, to begin with. He knew it was somehow wrong, and he always wanted to do right by her and by her family. He talked Naya out of eloping because he knew it wasn't the right thing to do. He'd have been happy enough, but he wanted to do what was right for her—he knew she wanted a proper wedding, and he'd never have robbed her of that."

      "He told me Rask would bring one of my visions to life, if I let the god take over his body," I explained feebly. "It was a vision where the universe was on fire, and every planet was burning. There were people screaming everywhere. Life as we know it was being destroyed on a universal scale."

      He kissed my forehead gently. "Then you and Ronad did the right thing."

      "I didn't want him to die, though. I really wanted to stop him, even though stopping him would have resulted in that image coming true." I held my head in my hands. "Does that sound insane?"

      Navan shook his head. "No, my love, that just sounds like you. I know you would do anything to save the people you love, because I'm fortunate enough to be one of those people. You always want to put our lives ahead of everything else, and I admire you for it. It's just that, every so often, a situation comes along where the individual can't be put ahead of the whole."

      I sighed bitterly. "Orfaio's bigger picture?"

      "The universe's bigger picture."

      "I miss him already," I murmured softly.

      "So do I." He held me closer. "Ronad and I have been friends ever since I can remember. He was more of a brother to me than a friend, and probably more of a brother to me than some of my actual brothers."

      I smiled, but my heart wasn't in it.

      "I will miss him every day of my life," he went on, "but I will hold on to his memory with so much pride, because he gave up his life so the entire universe could live. Who else gets to say they've done that? He was lost for so long, and though it's going to hurt like hell trying to exist without him, I know he's somewhere out there, in good hands. Naya will take care of him."

      "I thought you didn't believe in all that stuff."

      "If Orfaio promised it to Ronad, then I don't know what I believe anymore. Anything is possible."

      A small cough distracted us. Nisha was standing in the doorway. "Ready to go? I've just gotten word from Bashrik that they're good to take off whenever we are."

      "I'll come and help," Navan replied, turning to me uncertainly. "Will you be okay here on your own? I won't be gone for long—I’ll set it to autopilot and come straight back."

      I nodded. "It's okay, I could do with a moment to get my mind straight."

      "Are you sure? I can stay if you want me to."

      "Honestly, I'll be fine."

      He kissed me tenderly on the lips and pulled me in for a tight embrace, before getting to his feet and leaving the makeshift med-bay. At the door, he cast a worried look back at me. At least there was one person who would continue to love me, no matter what I'd done... or hadn't done.

      "You do understand that it is not your fault?" Kaido said suddenly, kneeling on the floor beside me to remove the arm tube he'd put in to flush out the last of the vision serum and to check my vitals after being a coldblood for a while.

      "I didn't stop him."

      "I do not always understand social cues or jokes or ways of behaving that come easily to others, but I have some grasp on what it means to be sentient," he continued. "Ronad is responsible for this, not you. He did not give you ample opportunity to consider your consent. How could you have made such a decision, and looked at all the variables, with barely a few moments to decide? This is not your fault."

      Tears welled up in my eyes. "But I didn't stop him. Don't you understand? I could've done something, but I didn't.”

      "He did not want you to stop him. I must insist, this is not your doing. He clamped your hands on the handle, as you have said, and used your momentum. There is nothing more to it. You certainly could not have stopped him. Ronad was far stronger than you, regardless of his peculiar decision to remove the majority of his abilities. You could not have resisted him even if you had tried with every ounce of human strength you had left," he explained. "The coldblood serum had been sapped from your body; you could not have fought against him to stop him, regardless of your desire to. Ronad was aware of this, as you say—he would not have selected you otherwise."

      "You're just saying this to make me feel less guilty."

      "Why would I do such a thing? I do not lie, and I have never avoided the truth about anything in my entire life. I do not intend to start now, nor would I know how to," he said. "Ronad was informed. You were not. The responsibility lies with him. He would agree with me if he had not stabbed himself with a knife and brought his life to a premature close."

      I glanced at Kaido. "There's more empathy in you than you give yourself credit for. Sometimes, I wonder if you understand us all better than we understand ourselves."

      "On a neurological level, undoubtedly. Now that you mention it, I suppose everything is neurological, when it comes to the very root of our consciousness." He shrugged. "Anyway, I thought you looked troubled, so I thought I would tell you my thoughts on the matter. It is rather unfortunate that he had to die, but he knew it was going to happen. I imagine there is something useful to be found in knowing the timing of your death—one could get a lot more done. I imagine it is an excellent motivator, not that I require one. I am rarely idle. Besides, I believe he knew from the moment I gave you the vision serum that it was imminent, since now we know that Rask was at the heart of why you wished to enter those visions."

      "Thank you, Kaido," I murmured, reaching out a hand to touch his shoulder.

      He stiffened. "If my words have made you feel less troubled, I am glad. Although, I pray you do not try to embrace me. I am very busy."

      I smiled weakly. "No hugs, just thanks."

      "Then I may accept a shoulder hold, if that is what this is," he said, relaxing ever so slightly. A moment later, he was back on his feet, zipping about the room, writing down his findings.

      How I wished I could move on from things so easily.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, we touched down in the clearing outside Ianthan's cabin. Angie, Lauren, Stone, Szayan, Seraphina, and Sarrask came out of the house to greet us. Without saying a word, I rushed toward Nova—who was cradled in Seraphina's arms—and took her in my own. Lifting her to my face, I kissed her chubby cheeks and inhaled the sweet, sugary scent of her. Ronad had told me to think of her, and I had... I hadn't understood then, but now I did. Ronad and Nova had been linked ever since Orfaio had given us those gifts of information. In order for her to have a happy, bright future, Ronad had been given a death sentence. It wasn't fair, but it was fact.

      "I love you," I whispered, nestling her close to me. "Your Uncle Roro loves you, too—more than you will ever know. All of this is for you, and for all those like you."

      "Roro!" she gurgled, damn near shattering my heart into a thousand splinters.

      Seraphina put her hand on my arm. "What happened?"

      "Ronad sacrificed himself so we could all live." I heaved out a choked sob.

      "What?" Lauren gasped.

      "Did ye say me man Ro ain't with us no more?" Stone asked, looking crestfallen.

      I nodded, struggling for words.

      "It was his piece of the puzzle," Bashrik said unexpectedly, relieving me of the strain. "Orfaio told him that was what he had to do, and dammit, he did it. Riley was there at the end, but it wasn't her fault… he followed the path that Stargazer put him on. This is all Orfaio’s doing." There was a bitterness in his voice. It wasn't me he was angry at; it was Orfaio.

      "No…" Angie ran forward and took Bashrik in her arms, his head sinking to her shoulder as he let the tears flow. A blanket of sadness settled over the group. It truly felt like we'd lost one of the family.

      "I am sorry," Seraphina said. "I am sorry he had to do that."

      "Aye, but who else woulda had the plums to do a sorta thing like that, am I right? Ro were the bravest among us. Braver than any bloke I ever had the privilege o' knowin'."

      I nodded. "He really was. He wasn't even scared, at the end. He was just scared of letting Rask destroy the universe. That was all he was thinking about."

      "Sounds like Ronad," Navan said, his eyes downcast.

      "He'll be remembered in Vysanthean history," Seraphina promised. "I don't know how, but he will."

      I looked at her, wanting to tell her about Xiphio's words… but I couldn't get them to come out. It was like something was stopping me, a deep, unyielding fear that his prophecy might not come true if I told her about it. It was the same as Orfaio's gifts of information. Any insight into them might change the outcome, in a way none of us wanted. So, I kept my mouth shut and gazed into the beautiful eyes of my baby daughter, who had no idea what was going on.

      "Hey, did someone say Ronad?" Sarrask piped up, looking dazed. "I wonder if he still has that bracelet I gave him. Wait… he was just here, wasn't he? I remember him being here, in this clearing. He was filling canisters or something… is that right? We were talking about Naya… I'm sure we were. Everything is so fuzzy."

      Szayan smiled. "A small progression, but we are getting there with his memory," he explained. "Much of it is coming back to him. I do not think it will be long before he has full retention."

      "What are you talking about?" Sarrask asked tersely.

      "Short-term memory loss."

      "Who has short-term memory loss?"

      Szayan and I exchanged a glance. "His treatment continues to have its ups and downs, however."

      "As long as he's getting better," I said, trying to hold on to my fractured emotions.

      "He is. I'm sorry to hear about Ronad," he replied. "I did not know him well, even while he was living at our house in his youth. He was always out and about with Navan or Bashrik, but I regret that I did not spend more time getting to know him. There was some bad blood, as you know, but that seems irrelevant now. We always knew how deeply he loved Naya… It kind of makes you want to believe in a heaven, doesn't it?"

      "Maybe there is one."

      "The loss of them both is something I shall be eternally sorry for," Jareth remarked, before turning around and stalking toward the woods. His shoulders were slumped, and I got the feeling he didn't want any of us, especially his sons, to see him cry.

      "And how did everything else go?" Angie pressed, her arms still wrapped around Bashrik.

      Lauren nodded. "We've listened in through transmissions as best we could, but there are gaps in what we know."

      Navan slid his arm around my waist, offering support, before delving into the tale of what had gone on. He told them of the Draconian arrival, Cambien's assistance, the mist ships dispersing their snowstorm across the rebel victors, the death of Aurelius, and the crumbling of Gianne's palace. He told them of Ezra's escape from Regium, and our pursuit of his ship. He told them of Ezra's death, though I took over to tell them what had happened on Szayan's ship when we'd returned to induce the visions. Nobody else had been there but me. I explained all about Rask, and what the god had said to me. How he had tricked me, though I knew I had to do whatever he said in order to fulfil my part in the puzzle. I hadn't known then that releasing Rask would result in Ronad's death.

      "So, he really did give his life to save us all?" Lauren sighed.

      "He did."

      "Bravest lad I ever knew," Stone murmured. "Takes more guts than any one o' us has. I'll be sure to drink to the bloke when all’s back as it oughtta be.”

      "We don't need to drink to honor him," Bashrik said, pressing his palm to his heart. “To Ronad.”

      "To Ronad," we chorused, doing the same.

      "May he never be forgotten for his courage and his heart," Seraphina added.

      "So… what do we do now?" Angie asked, as our silence came to an end.

      Seraphina looked to the parked ships. "I know I may be pregnant, but I wish to go to Regium and see how I may help with the aftermath of the snowstorm. I imagine there is chaos, and those who remain will require assistance."

      "I will bring the field hospital and see if I can patch up any of those who may be injured," Szayan replied. "There are probably people trapped inside Gianne's palace to whom I may be of service."

      "I'll come with you," Nisha said. "Do some heavy lifting wherever I can."

      Stone raised a hand. "Aye, me an' all. Might have to take a trip to fetch them cuffs back, fair soon if poss, if they're keepin' that fella at bay. Me memory were jogged, so shouldn't be too tricky to get 'em back in me possession. Can take 'em to Glossa and leave 'em there, where no folks'll ever get they paws on 'em."

      "That sounds like a good plan to me. And you can count me in for the cleanup team, too," Lauren added. "Ange, you in?"

      "I'm going to stay with Bash for a while,” she murmured.

      Seraphina smiled. "I think it may be worthwhile for those who have already endured enough to remain here, and rest until we return. We may worry about those cuffs when the city has been restored to peace. Right now, the rest of the Idrax brothers will still be there to offer protection, as will the Draconians. It is the perfect moment for all of you who have already risked your lives today to have some well-earned recuperation. You have done more than enough for our nation. Now, it is our turn to shoulder the weight."

      In all honesty, I was ready for the oblivion of sleep. I just prayed that nightmares of knives and blood and Vysanthean gods wouldn't haunt my dreams for the rest of my days. Rask had darkened our door and taken my friend, forcing him into a situation that had no escape clause. If Stone could retrieve those cuffs and ensure that the last Vysanthean god never saw the light of day again, it would be a true victory for the universe… and Ronad's sacrifice would not seem quite so soul-destroying. From the darkness, his light. A gift to everyone—the greatest one of all.
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      “Who would have thought that the people would rally around Seraphina?” Jareth mused, fixing the buttons on his navy-blue suit jacket before sitting down in one of the lawn chairs that had been set up for the inauguration.

      I never told Seraphina about Xiphio’s prophecy of her becoming the next leader of Vysanthe. I’d wanted to, but fear of it not coming true had held me back. Now, without any forewarning or prophetic message from me, she was taking up the role she’d been destined for. I was glad I hadn’t stepped in. Who knew what might have happened if I had?

      Navan and I exchanged a look. “She’s one of them,” I replied. “Of course they rallied around her.”

      He shrugged. “I just think it’s curious, that is all, that they should warm to the wife of the deceased rebel leader. Not to mention the fact that she is vastly pregnant.”

      “She has never lied to them,” I said pointedly.

      In the aftermath of the Regium snowstorm, and our bittersweet return to the cabin, Seraphina had been one of the first people on the scene to comfort those who had lost loved ones in the rebels’ last-ditch strikes. She stood on the broken walls of the palace and begged the people to stop fighting. She spoke of how the rebel leaders had abandoned their followers and had lied about their plans for the future. She told them of Ezra and Aurelius’s true intentions, which they believed, as it came from the mouth of the rebel leader’s wife. Instead, she asked them to trust in her, because she believed in a brighter Vysanthe—an equitable planet, led by the people, for the people.

      Before anyone knew what had happened, they’d begun to chant her name in the streets, calling for her to be their first president. They wanted her to lead them into that promised future. And so it was that we found ourselves preparing for her inauguration speech, which was due to take place at Brisha’s palace. It had become a temporary senate in the week or so that had passed since the deaths of Ezra and Aurelius. Elected placeholders from each village, town, and city had been sent to live there, so they might discuss what they wanted Vysanthe to become, and how they might go about beginning elections for a true candidate from each constituency.

      All of the rebels had been doused in the leftover anti-elixir and given the option of staying or going. The majority had chosen to remain, realizing that their morals and hopes had never been in line with those of Ezra and Aurelius. For most, all they had ever wanted was a fairer nation, not one ruled by a single monarch—or two squabbling ones.

      As for the queens, they had been hauled from the wreckage of Gianne’s palace several days before, injured but alive. Brisha had been found sheltering beneath the outstretched wings of Cambien, who had used his last moments to protect her and a cluster of escaping human test subjects from falling boulders of crumbled opaleine. Gianne, on the other hand, had used the bodies of her guards to protect herself—surviving only because they died. It had not taken them long to recover in the heavily guarded Vitalis facility on the edge of Regium, but they were being kept in an induced stasis for the time being. They would soon be taken to the abandoned encampments on the twin moons of Vysanthe, where prison cells were being built at that very moment to house them in solitary confinement. Bashrik had been put in charge of designing the cell compounds. In due course, they were going to be punished for their war crimes, but not until Vysanthe had settled into a proper government, where the people could decide what to do with them. After all, it was the people they had wronged with their wars and their squabbling. Until that judgment day came, they would remain in solitary exile on the barren, unforgiving moons—no power, no rebellions, no attempts to seize their former thrones.

      I thought of the rusty-scaled lothario with fond sadness, realizing how selflessly he’d given his life. There was no reason for him to sacrifice himself for the human test subjects, or Brisha for that matter, and yet he had. His heroism had meant that a group of the humans were freed, though the rest had perished in the sinking foundations of the palace. Now, they would have the chance to do as they pleased, staying on Vysanthe, returning to Earth, or taking off to distant worlds. Seraphina had already promised them ships and supplies, if that was what they wanted. I wished Cambien were still here, so I could have thanked him for saving those people and giving them a chance. Thinking of him, I took out the piece of parchment in my pocket and unfolded it. I’d found it the day after Ronad had died, tucked away in the pocket of my adapted flight suit. It read: “I will likely meet my end today. Freya knows that my heart and mind have never left her, and Ginji is destined for greatness. I have done all I wanted to in this universe… well, almost everything. Keep that grayskin on his toes. Stay beautiful, Riley.”

      The rest of the Pyros had departed Vysanthe the previous day, heading off in search of a new planet to call home, taking their dead with them. It had been quite the spectacle to watch them leave, spiraling up in dragon form toward the waiting merevin ships that had come to pick them up and take them away. I had wondered if Killick Loligo was responsible, but I wasn’t sure I would ever find out.

      To be honest, I was still trying to wrap my head around everything that had happened. Every time I closed my eyes at night, I heard Ronad whispering his thanks to me, feeling that particular give beneath my hands as the blade sank into his throat. If he’d been able to see my suffering, I knew he would have felt guilty. In fact, every now and again I was certain I could feel unseen eyes watching me, or a hand brushing my shoulder to let me know that everything was okay. Was he here, or was it my exhausted mind playing tricks on me? Regardless of the truth, I liked to believe it was the former—that he was somehow still with us, and that Naya was too. I pictured them standing together, ghostly and ethereal, watching us in amusement.

      “Mama,” Nova gurgled, drawing my attention toward her. Ever since Rask had pushed the memory of immortality away from our minds, the memory of her birth had become fuzzy. We’d all forgotten how the immortality elixir was made, which perplexed Kaido and Jareth enormously. Although, despite the haziness, I could remember Mort clearly—as if he were right here, making some rude joke about his flaps. As promised, I’d started to tell Nova about him, making sure she never forgot the shifter who had adored her like an uncle.

      She was loved by everyone who met her, but nobody could ever have loved her more than I did. Now, gazing down at her, I couldn’t help but think that love itself was an immortal feeling, able to push us through physical and emotional barriers to transcend everything—even death.

      “It’ll be starting soon,” Navan said, taking a seat beside me in the gardens. A small viewing area had been set up, so we could watch from the safety of the palace walls. There was to be a celebration afterward, with the new ministers all invited. It really did feel like there was change in the air.

      “I hope she doesn’t give birth on stage.”

      Navan chuckled, the sound weirdly hollow. “Now that would make for memorable viewing.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

      “Speaking of being fine—how are you doing?” He put his arm around my shoulders, kissing my forehead.

      “Not good,” I murmured.

      “No, me neither.” Since Ronad’s death, the two of us had been having a rough time trying to come to terms with everything. Everyone had, but it was hard to see past our family bubble. Now, glancing down the line of chairs, I envied the happiness on the faces of my friends—Lauren and Stone were cuddled up, as were Bashrik and Angie. Lorela and Jareth were deep in conversation with Nisha, laughing every so often, while Kaido and Sarrask argued amicably over lichens. Szayan had been working even harder to repair the damage done to Sarrask’s memory, with varying results. Some days were better than others. Lorela, meanwhile, appeared to have recovered from her feverish state, after discovering that her husband was back in favor with the new ruling class of Vysanthe. All seemed to have been forgotten and forgiven, and Jareth looked happy to have his family back together again.

      The rest of the Idrax brothers sat in the row behind, some with their girlfriends, others riding solo. Still, the lineup seemed devastating without everyone present—no Ronad, no Cambien, no Mort, no Xiphio. Fair enough, Xiphio wasn’t dead, but I felt his absence keenly.

      “I keep thinking about everyone’s sacrifices, and wondering if I could have done something differently,” I said.

      “I know, my love,” Navan replied. “In fact, all of that has made me think about something: I want to turn human, like Ronad did.”

      I gasped. “What?”

      “I don’t want to carry the stigma of being a coldblood around the universe,” he explained. “Besides, I don’t think I’ll miss flying all that much, given my messed-up wing. It takes a lot out of me to fly these days, so why not get rid of it altogether?”

      “There isn’t a stigma in being a coldblood, or there won’t be once people start to see the changes being made here,” I assured him. “Vysanthe is going to integrate with the universe. When it does, you can help change people’s perceptions by showing that coldbloods can be good, rather than trying to hide away an important part of your heritage. You heard what Ronad said when it came down to it—he wished he’d still had some of his coldblood abilities. Anyway, Szayan and Kaido have already volunteered their services to fix your wing, so you'll have no more problems.”

      He sighed. “I suppose I owe it to Nova, and future generations of coldbloods, to establish a good impression of our species. The prejudice against us is going to be difficult to shift, though. Even with the changes we’re making, it’s going to be a long time before the rest of the universe starts trusting us.”

      “Nothing worthwhile is ever easy,” I reminded him, laying my head on his shoulder.

      “You’re right there,” he mused, kissing my forehead.

      “Speaking of Nova, if you don't keep your coldblood abilities, who's going to teach her to fly? I’m looking forward to seeing her soar… and yet, I’m completely terrified.”

      He smiled. “That's not unusual for Vysanthean parents. Jareth has been very nostalgic these past few days. He keeps regaling me with stories of my own childhood. Things I'd forgotten. I guess I wouldn't want to miss out on teaching Nova to fly—there's no way I'd let any of my brothers have the honor.”

      “We heard that!” Lojak remarked.

      “I think he meant you to,” Rethela shot back.

      “It’s starting!” Nisha yelped, loudly shushing everyone else. A big screen dangled from the side of the palace wall, revealing a balcony identical to the one that had fallen at Gianne’s. A camera panned, showing the crowds that had gathered in the streets below. Only, this time, everyone looked happy and nobody was on their knees in fear or reverence. Instead, they raised their faces to the balcony and lifted their arms in welcome as a figure stepped out.

      Seraphina took to the stage, waving at the people below. The citizens were already chanting her name, thanking her for coming to their aid and putting an end to the in-fighting with her plea from the ruins. Since that moment, Nisha and her contacts in the task force had worked tirelessly to make Seraphina the face of a united Vysanthe, spreading the message of her superior ability as a leader. The Vysanthean people—from both the former North and South—had taken to her seamlessly, shouting her name in the streets and cheering the hope she might bring to their nation.

      Her unborn child and Nova had also become a symbol of unity between Vysanthe and the rest of the universe, reminding the coldblood planet that they had been insular for far too long. There were endless planets out there, just waiting for trade and friendship. No more fear, no more exploitation, no more brute force—if Vysanthe was to change for good, then it had to start from the very roots of the planet’s moral compass.

      Seraphina waited until the crowd had settled, standing in a gown of rich violet that swept across her bump and trailed behind her in an intricately embroidered train. I noticed she’d been careful to pick a color that didn’t associate itself with either of the queens, or the rebels. A smile curved up the corners of her lips, her scarlet eyes assessing the congregation before her. She looked like she belonged there.

      “People of Vysanthe, we have endured a time of conflict and chaos, and I know your hearts and your souls are weary of it,” she began, her voice amplified. “You have been promised change before and seen it turn to nothing but more of the same. I am here to assure you that a vibrant future is on the horizon, and we are in the position to reach out and grasp it. There is no way of validating the war that has ravaged our nation, but we may be safe in the knowledge that our children will not suffer as we have suffered—they will not know battlefields and warzones. They will not be sent to fight. They will not wonder what the word ‘peace’ means, and whether it is possible. We shall make it possible!”

      The crowd cheered.

      “Bashrik Idrax is already designing our senate house, which shall be placed in the center of the tundra that once separated us as North and South,” she continued. “Here, we shall forge our government—a government for a united nation—that is for the people, by the people. There will be no queen or king, only elected leaders who make their case to you and let you decide!”

      “Seraphina! Seraphina! Seraphina!” they chanted.

      “There will be no North and South, only regions and districts which are governed by the same central government,” she promised. “There will be no question too small to ask of your elected candidates, and we will not turn anyone away. In the coming weeks, the placeholders that you have sent here, to the palace of the former Queen Brisha, will return to their constituencies and give the instructions for the upcoming election. Votes will be cast, and those votes will return to the palace, where each new candidate will be announced. They will then be responsible for your town or city or village, and it will be their duty to do right by you. We will make every national decision based on what is best for the many, not the few!”

      A roar bellowed across the crowd. The people were happy with every word she said, drinking it in, believing everything, because she was not the kind of woman who would lie to them. Seraphina was a natural leader, inviting their support without begging for it. I couldn’t have been prouder as I watched her open out her arms and welcome their cheers.

      “We will open up the universe and find our place within it!” she cried.

      “For the many!” the crowd boomed.

      “We will take our nation into new advancements, forging a name for ourselves, from the sweat of our own brows!”

      “For the many!”

      “I will introduce many of the genius minds who will make the new vision of Vysanthe a reality, but I would like to make an honorable mention now,” she said, raising her hands for silence. “Please, show your appreciation for our new Minister of Scientific Endeavor—a coldblood of bravery and ingenuity, who is a shining example of how difference and acceptance will unite us, and bring us into an integrated universe! Raise your voices, and welcome Kaido Idrax into our new future!”

      The applause was deafening. The people roared his name. His brothers leapt to their feet and clapped him on the back, while his mother and father looked on with overwhelming pride. Tears sprang to my eyes, as a camera picked him out. He stood and gave a jaunty bow, and the applause grew louder. I could see he had no idea what to do with the praise, but he stood there and took it with a blank expression, as only Kaido could. Deep inside, I knew he was happy.

      Surrounded by my friends, and feeling the strange prickle of absent ones, I looked up into Navan’s eyes. Nova nestled happily in my arms, and though she didn’t know it yet, I was safe in the knowledge that her future would not hold the threat of a burning universe. Orfaio’s puzzle pieces, however hard to swallow, had chased away that danger. Rask remained imprisoned in his icy palace, and the immortal rebels had been thwarted. The queens were out of action and would soon be on their way to the lunar compounds that Bashrik had designed for the twin moons. The coldblood planet was as close to peace as it had ever been, and though sadness lingered like an old friend, I felt truly content for the first time in a long while, filled with hope for a new Vysanthe.
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      The Texan sun beat down on the endless farmland, the ferocious heat rippling like liquid in the distance. I stuck my head out of the window of the pick-up truck, letting the wind whip my face as Navan drove. The dirt track kicked up dust behind us in a billowing cloud, but my focus was solely on what lay ahead.

      Five minutes later, the Churnleys’ farmhouse came into view. Angie sat on the porch in her rocking chair, lifting her hand to her brow as we neared. We’d gone into town to get supplies for the barbecue we planned to have that night, in celebration of our three-year reunion. She’d bought the farm from Mr. and Mrs. Churnley after we’d returned from Vysanthe, and the Churnleys were only too happy to sell it to her. They’d had something of an epiphany after the alien invasion, deciding life was too short to spend it all in one farmhouse. Using the money from the sale, they’d set off on a worldwide voyage of discovery, leaving Texas far behind. Angie, meanwhile, had purchased the farm with some of the money she’d made designing gowns for awards ceremonies. Her unique, galactic, alien dresses were a hit—nobody ever needed to know they'd come straight off the rack in Vysanthe.

      However, it had given her the opportunity and the reputation to actually design clothes of her own. The money had given her the freedom to develop a line that she truly cared about, and everything she made became an instant success, on both sides of the universe. The Vysantheans went wild for her activewear, while the humans clamored for her cocktail dresses, the evening gowns she’d actually designed, and her everyday casual wear. She had a universe of fabrics to play with, and her fanbase lapped up everything she had to offer.

      We'd thought about coming home and going to college, the way we'd planned to so long ago, all three of us girls, but life and other galaxies had been too tempting to ignore. Instead, I was studying engineering from some of the greatest Vysanthean minds, and learning everything I could, on the job, when the Fed called us to assist them with Earth matters and for coldblood diplomacy meetings. Plus, Lauren had already made up her mind, deciding a long time ago that she wanted to travel the universe and read everything she came across. There was always time for college in the future, if we changed our minds.

      Nova sat on the bottom step of the porch, playing with some toys that the others had spoiled her with. She was a little over three, with the funniest personality. She walked or hovered clumsily on her scarlet wings, and talked and gave out sass wherever possible, but more than anything she loved to laugh and joke. Our home was always full of laughter, a sound that would never get old, coming from her. She was still drinking the sweetblood, but we no longer had to worry about getting more of it, thanks to the replicator machine we’d managed to pilfer from the rebels’ abandoned stronghold. Although, the older she got, the more interested she was becoming in other foods. Soon enough, I hoped, the sweetblood would become nothing more than a supplement.

      For my own addiction, I hadn’t touched a drop in three years. Ever since Ronad died, the desire for it had faded.

      “Phone’s ringing,” Navan said, nodding at the cellphone stuffed in the drinks holder.

      I plucked it up and saw Jean’s name on the screen. “Hello?”

      “Hello, sweetheart. Sorry to bother you—I know you’re spending the week with your friends—but I just wanted to make sure you were still coming to see us next week?”

      “Yep, we’ll be at your house on Tuesday morning.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want your father to pick you up from JFK? He wouldn’t mind,” Jean replied.

      “Honestly, it’s easier if we just meet you at the house.”

      “If you’re sure. We’re both very excited to see you all! I hope Nova remembers her old grandma and grandpa!”

      I chuckled. “Less of the old. You two are spring chickens! And yes, she knows exactly who you are. She’s very excited to see you, too—can’t stop chattering about you both.”

      “Well, you have a lovely time in Texas, and give us a call when you get to the airport, so we know you’ve gotten through security and whatnot. They’ve introduced those new scanners, and they’re super sensitive—beep for anyone, even non-aliens. I just wanted to make sure Navan and Nova had their documents in order. Otherwise, they won’t let you fly, you know?”

      “We’ve got it figured out, Mom.”

      “Well, okay… then we’ll see you next week.”

      “Bye!”

      “Bye, sweetheart.”

      Navan grinned. “She still thinks we’re flying commercial?”

      I nodded. “She’d have a heart attack if she saw us roll up in a Fed ship. I told her we’d just meet her at the house. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Even if we get spotted, the news barely bats an eyelid these days.”

      Humanity’s ability to get used to anything continued to surprise me. They’d encountered aliens and taken it in stride. Earthen leaders had already put plans in motion to send more expeditions across the universe, using the technology gathered from the fallen spacecraft in Siberia. For the first time in what seemed like forever, the nations of Earth were working together on a universal project involving citizens of every country. Somehow, the threat of something far greater had brought them together, forcing them to unify instead of dividing and conquering.

      Our own president, the one who had entered into underhanded deals with Ezra, had been impeached shortly after the interspecies war for Earth had come to an end. Apparently, some files had been leaked, showing his dealings with the very aliens who had attacked, and so he had been forced to step down in order to avoid further conflict with other countries. He had been charged at the UN court of justice and made to serve a long prison sentence for his crimes against his country and his planet.

      Unfortunately, nuclear weapons had become more popular, as a so-called “defensive strategy,” but tensions between countries had lessened slightly after the old president had been dealt with and replaced with a more competent candidate. And besides, the Fed had their eye on things. If Earth edged to the brink of any kind of nuclear war, they’d promised to step in.

      The strange thing was, although we’d saved humanity, it was now much more dangerous for us to live in this world. It was why we’d chosen to live elsewhere, where Nova and Navan wouldn’t be under constant scrutiny. Humans might have taken technological and alien advancements in stride, but they were no better at accepting differences.

      “Did you get the barbecue things?” Angie asked, calling for Bashrik. He burst out of the screen door with a Stetson on his head, grinning like a maniac. Angie rolled her eyes. “Where did you get that?”

      “Found it in the Churnleys’ old stuff.”

      “Well, take it off.”

      He shook his head. “No, ma’am. I’m a cowboy now.”

      “Well, cowboy, how about you get our fixings from the truck and take them inside before they swelter and give us food poisoning?”

      He tipped his hat. “Aye, ma’am.”

      “He’s just excited because Stone is on his way,” she whispered, once Bashrik was out of earshot.

      Angie and Bashrik spent half their time on Earth, and half their time on Vysanthe, or traveling around the universe. They’d adopted a few dogs in the past three years, and Bashrik was especially fond of them. I caught him throwing their German Shepherd a sausage on the way into the house, lifting his finger to his lips in a conspiratorial gesture. The dog tilted its head in agreement, before chowing down on the sausage. There were two others, running around on the porch, entertaining Nova. One was a mixed-breed, some unknown blend, and the other was a plump French bulldog whom Nova adored.

      “How would you feel about making another one?” Navan asked, slipping his arms around my waist as we watched our daughter.

      I smiled. “Can we take things slow this time?”

      “Of course,” he whispered, nuzzling my ear.

      After putting the food away and settling on the porch with ice-cold lemonade in hand, and chilled vials of blood for the boys, we got to talking about the state of Earth and its adventures across the universe. It was still weird for us to acknowledge that there were humans properly exploring space, even though we’d been doing it for four years now.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if they ended up causing an interplanetary war by shooting first and asking questions later,” Angie muttered.

      “They’d see one Draconian and run screaming!” I said, laughing. Navan and I visited Zai every year, to see how Ginji was getting on, and to make a sort of pilgrimage after the loss of Cambien. They had raised a statue of opaleine in his honor, which sat in the crater where the frozen coldbloods had once stood.

      “Humans are a pirate’s dream—so easy to fleece.” Navan pulled a face. “All a pirate has to do is say, ‘Oh, this is an ancient Sonoran artifact that’s proven to bring long life,’ and they’ll snap it up for an extortionate amount of credits. They probably don’t even have credits—they’ll try buying stuff with gold or something and end up insulting a bunch of traders.”

      Bashrik sighed and leaned back in his chair. “They’ll figure it out.”

      We’d just settled into an amicable silence, soaking in the evening rays, when the sound of a ship approaching prompted us to sit up. A small vessel set down on the grass behind the farmhouse, and Lauren and Stone hurried hand-in-hand down the gangway. They looked so happy as they rushed to greet us.

      “Grand to see ye, lads and lasses!” Stone said, enveloping us all in a bear hug. His eye had healed, thanks to the magic of Szayan’s medical skills, and he was no worse off for having been injured. Still, he kept his bandana over it, so as not to startle any locals.

      “And you, Stone,” I replied, moving in to hug my beloved Lauren. “Well, you two look more besotted than ever!”

      “What can I say, he has this effect on me.” She giggled, flashing a diamond ring on her engagement finger.

      I gaped at her. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Angie! Lauren has a rock the size of your head on her finger!”

      Angie came running, holding the diamond up to the light. “Holy crap!”

      “Tis real, if that’s what yer frettin’ over. Nicked it meself from a diamond jeweler,” Stone teased, as Bashrik and Navan congratulated him.

      “He didn’t steal it, he bought it—I watched him,” Lauren assured us.

      Angie shot Bashrik a knowing look. “You see this, Bash? This is why I get grumpy every time you bring me a gift. Stone gets it. He knows that after three years, a ring is what a woman wants. Well, maybe not every woman, but it’s what I want.”

      “Hey, I get it. I’m just biding my time.”

      “For what?”

      He shrugged, blushing. “A romantic moment.”

      “Trust me to get the one who wants to plan everything to perfection,” she murmured, flashing Bashrik a grin.

      “Anyway, we’re not planning to get married for a while,” Lauren said bashfully.

      “Aye, which reminds me—we did see me old rival in love, didn’t we, Ren?” Stone chimed in.

      She nodded. “Yeah, we bumped into Xiphio at one of the waystations in the Tarantella quadrant. He’s become quite the bigshot bounty hunter, feared across the universe.”

      “Knew he’d amount to somethin’, that’un.”

      I grinned. “No way.”

      “Yeah, apparently he’s pretty good at it, when certain ambakas aren’t trying to ruin his reputation,” Lauren teased.

      “One time, Ren! And it were fer the good o’ the Tiburonians.”

      “I know.” She smiled, leaning in to kiss him. He pulled her close with his strong arms, dipping her into a hold, like something out of an old movie. When he let her go, Angie was staring at the two of them with her mouth open, her eyes twinkling in adoration.

      Not one to be outdone, Bashrik moved over to Angie and put his arms around her waist, dipping her into the same kind of hold. She shrieked as he dropped her, his hands losing their grip. A moment later, lying on the ground, she began to giggle raucously, clutching her stomach. Evidently hoping he was off the hook, Bashrik reached out a hand and helped her up, Angie looping her arms about his neck and planting a kiss on his lips.

      “Let the showman do the fancy stuff. I’m happy just to have your kisses,” she said, laughing.

      “Aye, leave the romancin’ to the professionals,” Stone joked.

      “Speaking of the professionals, how are the cuffs faring?” I asked.

      “Still safe an’ sound on Glossa. Quit yer frettin’, lass. I check in on ‘em every time we pass, don't I, Ren?”

      “He does, even if it's out of the way.”

      “Thank you for doing that,” I said, feeling relieved.

      “Ach, is me pleasure. Don't want no almighty bein’ swoopin’ ‘bout the place, wreckin’ all the good what's goin’ on.”

      No… we really didn't.

      “Funny thing is, I been wonderin’ if ought woulda happened had I just left ‘em in the museum. Maybe, that were the safest place for ‘em.” He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Ah well, ye live an’ ye learn. They're safe now, so that's all what matters, eh?”

      “Right,” I replied, my heartrate calming.

      Shortly afterward, we drifted toward the table that Angie had set up outside. I placed Nova in her booster seat, where she dropped bits of food for the dogs and sipped on her vial of sweetblood. As we ate and drank, talk turned to Vysanthe, and those we’d lost in gaining it back from the queens and the rebels. Not only that, but those we’d lost trying to save Earth, too.

      “Seraphina has just been reelected as president, Kaido has made some breakthrough with curing a debilitating brain sickness, similar to dementia I believe, and the senate is changing the old queens’ sentence from lifetime solitary confinement to something more universally satisfying. Not sure what yet, but I’ve heard a rumor that they might be handing them over to the Fed, where they’ll be put in front of a universal tribunal. Sounds about right to me—no way they can wiggle free of that!” Lauren said, raising a glass. “So, let’s say cheers to that and to the new Vysanthe. Long may it reign.”

      “To the new Vysanthe, to bringing the queens to justice, and to Kaido and Seraphina!” we chorused.

      “And let’s have a moment to honor the dead,” Navan suggested.

      Stone nodded. “Aye, we can say a word now and tell our stories of ‘em later, to remind ourselves of ‘em when they were livin’.”

      “I like that,” I said, smiling.

      “To Mort,” Angie began.

      “To Ronad,” Navan followed.

      “To Cambien, Galo, and Commander Mahlo,” I said, closing my eyes to remember every single one of them.

      “Aye, and to all the other agents, Pyros, coldbloods, and humans what died in these wars,” Stone added, raising his glass. “May ye stay in our memories until we come to meet ye in the heavens.”

      I felt a shiver run up my spine and knew that, somehow, Ronad was there.

      “And how's the baby doing?” I wondered, breaking the silence that followed.

      Stone looked at Lauren in a panic. “What bairn? I ain't planned no bairns right yet. Not that I'd not be wantin’ to have yer bairns, Ren. I would, it's just a shock.”

      Lauren smiled. “She means Seraphina’s baby. Relax.”

      “Ye had me there!” He wiped a hand across his brow, chuckling.

      “Ro is doing good, from what I hear. Everybody still adores him. Did you know you can get shirts with his face on them and everything?”

      “They're still making those?” I laughed, thinking of the cute little boy Seraphina had given birth to, not long after her inauguration. She'd named him Ro. A simple name, in memory of the man who'd made her child's future—and every child's future—possible.

      “They'll never stop.”

      Angie folded her arms across her chest. “I keep trying to find Seraphina a decent man, and she keeps rebuffing them all. Last time I was there, I set her up with this delicious—no offence, Bash—but this delicious doctor. He was tall, dark, and dreamy. She tells him, outright, that she has no time for dating. I'm determined, though. I've still got two Idrax brothers to try out on her. I will not be defeated in my matchmaking!”

      “Maybe she's happy as she is,” Bashrik replied sheepishly.

      “Maybe you'd be happier single,” she shot back, teasing him.

      He shook his head. “Never. It’s you or nothing.”

      She lunged at him, diving into a passionate smooch that made us all feel like third wheels.

      “Where are you headed next, then?” Lauren asked, leaving them to it. She looked to me and Navan, before her gaze drifted to Nova, who was happily throwing scraps from her plate as far as she could, for the dogs to chase.

      “Aye, where ye off to? Ol’ Xiph told us he’d sent word to ye a couple months back, that yer bounty’s been called off. All them pirates sent shufflin’ into the shadows ‘cause they’re cackin’ they pants that Xiph the Great Bounty Hunter is gonna tear ‘em a new one.” Stone chuckled. “Must be a right relief though, aye?”

      “We thought it best to wait a while, just to be sure the bounty really had been called off. You know what pirates are like,” Navan teased.

      “That I do, pal!”

      “So, what are you going to do with all this newfound freedom?” Lauren asked, her tone excited.

      I shrugged, exchanging a shy glance with Navan. “We want to become true Explorers again. We’ve spent too much time going between here and Vysanthe, and never getting to see anything more of what’s out there. So, I think that’s what we’re going to do.”

      Navan nodded. “It seems like the right path. Nova is a child of two species, and we want her to see everything that life has to offer.”

      I looked to my husband, and he smiled back, his slate eyes as mesmerizing as ever.

      Words Stone had once spoken came drifting back to me, and they had never seemed more fitting. Maybe the universe would forget us, sure enough, but our voices would still tell a tale for years to come, right here for anyone who cared to listen.

      For now, it really was ours to explore.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for accompanying Navan and Riley through to the end of their journey. I’m going to miss them and their gang (especially Stone, #TeamStone), and I truly hope you enjoyed the ride as much as I did. :)

      Although these characters’ story has now ended, do not worry, because the paranormal journey will continue with a brand new supernatural series that I am releasing on August 27th, 2018!

      Introducing,

      
        
        Harley Merlin and the Secret Coven
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      Keep turning the pages for the blurb and a free sneak preview of the first 3 chapters…

      
        
        Blurb:

      

      

      Being an empath has its advantages…

      Harley Merlin can sense people’s emotions, among other things. It’s how she snagged her first job pinpointing cheaters at a casino. But she has no clue where she got these freakish powers because she spent her childhood jumping from home to home in the foster system, and her father left her with nothing more than a cryptic note.

      Then she crosses paths with a terrifyingly real monster. Which is when a mysterious and annoyingly arrogant young warlock named Wade Crowley steps in, introducing her to a hidden world of magicals and covens riddled with secrets—as well as clues about her murky past.

      Whether she likes it or not, this new world is where she belongs. But after a disturbing twist of events, Harley quickly realizes that her past is darker than she could ever have imagined. And that someone in the coven is out for her blood.

      With the help of Wade and her new friends, she must figure out who the traitor is and why they’re targeting her... Before the human and magical worlds dangerously collide.

      For fans of witches, magic and fantasy—welcome to a tantalizing new world.
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      I froze, my back against the window, my whole body shivering as the beast in front of me shuddered with delight.

      Another second and I would become its dinner.

      Something inside me roared like thunder, unwilling to give in yet. The air around me thickened—I could feel it tickling my fingertips, beckoning me to wield it. I’d done it before, though not with the strength I would need to disable a fiend as savage as this.

      But I had to try. There was no other choice.

      I summoned all the energy I could muster, and, for the first time ever, I sensed the particles of Chaos flowing through me. My mind went into overdrive, and I thrust my hands out. The winds outside listened, rumbling and whistling as they crashed through the window.

      I ducked as broken glass exploded everywhere. Shards cut through the beast’s face and eyes, and it hissed from the pain.

      With no other route to safety, I embraced the winds and leapt onto the windowsill. My breath hitched as I looked down at the sheer drop, and then I closed my eyes, abandoning myself to the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes wandered around the poker table.

      The dealer, a young man in his early twenties, had been fitted into a crisp white shirt and black silk waistcoat, his brown hair slicked back with too much gel. His dexterity as he shuffled the deck made me stare, before I went on to check the players.

      Two women and three men. Three of them had skipped on the Gamblers Anonymous meetings—I could tell from their frayed nerves and shoulder-crushing guilt. It was written all over their faces. The other two, a man in his late twenties and a cute brunette who didn’t look a day older than twenty-three, struck me as the coolest cucumbers I’d seen all evening.

      This was a steady gig I’d gotten my hands on, so I had to do a good job. Three months in, and I’d already gotten fifteen people banned for cheating and counting cards. It wasn’t an easy profession, though—for most people, anyway. It required a lot of psychology and the study of body language, along with excellent knowledge of the game itself. You had higher chances of success if you were a former cheater, preferably with some Vegas experience. But I had very little experience at all.

      Then again, I wasn’t “most people.”

      After betting, it was time for the “flop.” The dealer displayed three cards in the middle of the dark red velvet table—seven of clubs, queen of diamonds, and a five of spades—while we checked our “hole” hands again. I had nothing to use, but I bet anyway. The casino supplied my betting cash, so it didn’t matter if I lost. My prize came in the form of a generous percentage of the cheaters’ relinquished winnings if I caught colluders at the table, along with my hourly rate.

      Texas Hold’em was a favorite game choice for collusion, and with the amount of money involved in tonight’s game, I knew I’d get some bold players this evening.

      My instincts were pointing me to the “cucumber” couple. The other three were already sweating. One was clearly a veteran gambler, at least compared to the rest. With graying hair, salt-and-pepper stubble, and sweat stains on his peach-colored shirt, the man was nervously clicking two blue chips between his fingers as he stared at the three cards in view. He was going to fold soon.

      I could feel it in my bones. There was nothing he could do with what he had in his hand, and what was on the table. With five crappy cards combined, and just two more to go with the “turn” and the “river,” he wasn’t feeling this round, at all. Sure, he had the gambling bug, but he’d probably lost enough over the years to know when to pick his battles.

      He scoffed, and folded.

      Hah, called it! Who’s a smart girl? You’re a smart girl, I mentally congratulated myself while my gaze wandered around the table. I was a smart girl. It was the only thing I’d learned from my father.

      I flipped open my black satin clutch—which I’d matched with my dress—pretending to look for a tissue. I kept a small note in my card wallet. I pulled it out and examined it for a moment.

      Harley, I am so sorry for doing this to you, but there is no other way. Stay safe. Stay smart. I love you. Dad.

      That note was the only thing my parents had left me with, before dropping me off at the orphanage when I was three. I was bounced around from one foster home to another after that. It was rarely a pretty picture, and my father’s advice somehow helped me retain my sanity. Even now, as I glided into adulthood, I kept looking at that note for guidance, whenever a part of me wavered. As a foster kid, I always had to “stay safe” and “stay smart,” though the two rarely went hand in hand.

      When the turn was dealt, I glanced around the poker table again.

      Each of these people had their stories to tell. They had first names and last names, parents and grandparents, uncles and distant cousins, social security numbers and student loans. In my twisted view of the world, they existed, while I was just a visitor of sorts. Always on the outside, looking in.

      I had no identity. Just a name on paper. I rented an apartment in Park West and pinpointed cheaters in casinos for a living. Nobody knew anything about me or my… special skills, and I was okay with that.

      “I’ll raise you twenty,” the male cool cucumber said, looking at the equally chilled female across the table.

      In the eyes of everyone else, they didn’t know each other. They were complete strangers exchanging pleasantries during a game of Texas Hold’em, where tens of thousands of dollars were at stake. But I could feel the physical attraction between them. The guy was head over heels in love with her. She was just as crazy about him. There was a familiarity between them, an intense emotion that they couldn’t hide from me. That was the downside of being an empath; I felt every emotion as if it were my own.

      I basically had the hots for both of them, as if we’d been together for years. Ugh…

      When the river was dealt, I could almost hear the guy’s heart thumping out of his chest. His excitement filled me to the brim, and, judging by the looks the couple exchanged briefly, unbeknownst to anyone else, they were ready to do some good old-fashioned whipsawing—raising and re-raising each other until they trapped another player in between.

      And I knew exactly who their target was for this round. The other female, one of the compulsive gamblers. She was nervous, her eyes darting across the five cards now shown on the table: a seven of clubs, a queen of diamonds, a five of clubs, a jack of clubs and another queen, of hearts.

      My hand was weak. All I could offer was a pair of fives. I folded, clicking my teeth.

      “Maybe next time.” I smirked, then leaned back in my seat.

      As expected, the cucumbers started teasing each other.

      “I’m thinking it’s a good night,” the guy said, then tossed a few red chips on the pile gathering in the middle of the table. “Thirty.”

      “Your overconfidence could be your weakness,” the girl said, grinning, and raised him another thirty, her tongue passing over her pearly white teeth. The tight, jade-colored dress she wore was meant to arouse, and based on what I was reading from the guy, she was getting the desired results.

      I shifted in my chair, slightly uncomfortable with feeling someone else’s arousal, but stayed focused nonetheless. The girl’s outfit looked expensive. They weren’t here to play for pennies.

      “I’m in,” the female gambler replied, tossing her own share of chips, worth thirty thousand dollars, while the fourth player folded, shaking his head.

      The cucumbers seemed to ignore the woman, and continued taunting each other, while the dealer watched, amusement twinkling in his eyes.

      “Raise you another thirty,” cucumber girl said, grinning, as the guy bit the inside of his cheek and added more chips to the pile.

      “You’re bluffing,” he replied. “Thirty.”

      The female compulsive gambler frowned, but the energy coming from her echoed confidence. She felt like she had a good hand. A really good hand. My guess was that it had something to do with the queens. She raised them another thirty, then narrowed her eyes at her own cards.

      “I’m not bluffing,” the girl said. She raised an eyebrow and pushed forty thousand dollars’ worth of chips forward. “Raise.”

      The guy scoffed, scratching the back of his neck as he contemplated his choices for a couple of seconds. The female gambler, on the other hand, had quickly sunk into despair. I realized then that maybe her hand wasn’t all that good. If I wanted to confirm collusion between the cucumbers, I needed the lady to fold so I could then watch the guy fold as well, and let the girl win. It seemed like the natural way for it to play out at that point.

      “Okay, now I’m pissed,” the guy said, and raised her another twenty.

      The female gambler cursed under her breath and folded, nervously counting the chips she had left, while the cucumbers pretended to glower at each other. It was getting a little too dramatic for my taste. Even a non-empath could tell they were slightly over the top.

      “All in,” the girl challenged the guy, and pushed the rest of her chips into the middle, prompting the others to stare at her in disbelief.

      The pot was somewhere over $350,000, and it was time for the guy to shake his head in disappointment, then fold. My fingers gripped the edge of the table, my nerves anticipating the moment I’d get my proof of collusion. I knew they were hot for each other in ways no two people meeting for the first time would ever be.

      He tossed the cards, facedown, feigning irritation as he gulped down his drink, then motioned for a waiter to bring him another one.

      Bingo!

      Once they got away with this, they were going to get more brazen. I wanted them to dig themselves into a hole as deep as possible. The bigger their winnings at the end of the night, the bigger my prize.

      I straightened my back as the dealer collected the cards and shuffled them, while the girl raked the mountain of chips over to her side of the table. She stacked them quickly into groups of $20,000, between sips of her fruity drink.

      Personally, I looked forward to watching that smirk get wiped off at the end of the night.

      It was time to get security to pay attention. I fiddled with my onyx earring, giving the head of security a brief sideways glance. Malcolm the bouncer stood at the end of the bar, ten yards away, pretending to chat with the bartender. He noticed my signal and discreetly brought a hand over his mouth, communicating a message through the tiny mic mounted into one of his cufflinks.

      “It’s showtime,” the dealer said.

      I shifted my focus back to our table as cards were dealt.

      Oh, you have no idea.
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      One by one, four of the ten security cameras in the room slowly turned and zoomed in on our table. For good reason, too. We were at the turn of another game, and the cucumbers were busy signaling each other.

      Had it not been for the guy’s stretched nerves and my ability to sense them, the cheaters might have gotten away with it. A mixture of excitement and fear, guilt and desire rumbled through the couple, while the other three players were simply hopeful that their luck might turn around. I was getting a little angry at this point—it was bad enough that these people were struggling with an addiction. The cucumbers were literally preying on them while carrying out their little we’re-strangers-at-the-same-poker-table charade.

      I folded, then homed in on the familiarity between them. They’d been doing this for years, and, when they thought no one was looking, I could see the longing in their stolen glances. They got off on these thrills.

      The air changed. I couldn’t exactly describe it, but it felt different, as if it were electrically supercharged. A rush of tingles tickled my spine, and I slowly turned my head to get a better look at the rest of the room. I’d yet to learn how to fully detach myself from what I was feeling as an empath, so I suspected that whatever anxiousness the cucumbers were experiencing, it had been passed on to me, too.

      I settled on a pair of deep green eyes that belonged to a tall young man, maybe in his early twenties, who took a seat at one of the booths, just ten feet away from our table. His hair was dark brown, almost black, curled and unruly on the top, and smoothly shortened into a fade on the sides. He wore a navy-blue suit—elegant but a little casual—paired with a black shirt, its collar unbuttoned. His facial features were clear-cut, matching his equally sharp gaze.

      The way he looked at me made my back automatically straighten itself. I wasn’t sure what that reaction was all about, but I quickly realized that he was responsible for the sudden flow of energy through the room. The intensity pressuring my shoulders and stomach seemed to radiate from within him.

      A waitress came for his order, while my table got ready for the river. I caught a glimpse of the cucumbers signaling each other, before the girl folded. I had to give them credit: they were making an effort to be inconspicuous.

      “Sparkling water with ice and lime, please,” the electric dude said.

      I couldn’t help but turn my head to look at him again. His voice sounded like liquid velvet. And who the hell comes into a casino and orders water?

      “Coming right up, sir,” the waitress replied.

      “A lot of lime, please,” he added, then glanced at me.

      Holding my breath, I shifted my focus back to the table. We were going into another round, after the cucumbers had just cleaned out the veteran gambler. He muttered a curse under his breath, then started walking over to the cashier at the other end of the room.

      “I’m gonna go get some more chips,” the gambler grumbled. “Don’t start without me!”

      The dealer raised his eyebrows at us. “Is everyone okay if we give the gentleman a couple of minutes to rejoin us?”

      “Damn straight,” the cucumber guy grinned, annoyingly overconfident. “I can’t wait to clean him out again!”

      The one thing I hated most about these confident guys was that, when it rubbed off on me, I got cocky and made dumb mistakes—like, really stupid, what-the-hell-were-you-thinking types of mistakes that either got me in trouble or, worse, hurt.

      I watched the waitress return with the electric dude’s lime water. He gave her a brief nod, then frowned at the highball glass.

      “Can I get more lime, please?” he asked, his voice low.

      The waitress gave him a perky smile and a wink, then rushed to the bar for more lime. She liked him. I knew that for a fact, because I was having a hard time taking my eyes off the guy. Damn my empathy.

      She returned with a small bowl filled with lime wedges at the same time as our veteran gambler, whose energy and hope of getting a better hand filled me up with unwarranted optimism. Nevertheless, my attention was fixed on the electric dude, who stuffed more lime into his glass, turning its contents into an almost-limeade.

      Only then did I notice the rings on his fingers—ten sterling silver bands, one for each finger. There were inscriptions engraved on all of them, but I couldn’t make out the words from where I sat. His gaze found mine, and he lifted a curious eyebrow. My cheeks heated, and I slowly turned back to my table as the dealer started the next game.

      The strangeness in the air didn’t fade away, though. It lingered around me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. Something was… off.

      As the first three cards were laid out on the table, I glanced over my shoulder. The electric dude had this look about him, a quiet but bone-rattling charm that reminded me of British rock stars—the tall, dark, and handsome type, not too bulky but not skinny either, who look good in whatever you make them wear. Except skinny jeans. Nobody looks good in skinny jeans.

      He took out a tablet and absently swiped its screen for a couple of minutes. A tap on my table made me check my hand, then the flop. Once again, my cards were useless. I folded, eager to get back to what my electric rock star was doing. I just couldn’t look away, and there was no perky waitress around to blame. I was the curious and interested one.

      He stilled, slowly putting his tablet down as he looked up and around the room. He seemed to stare at something, and I followed his gaze to the top left corner of the ceiling. I caught a glimpse of something dark slipping into the vent… a long, thick black tail.

      What the…

      I figured it could be an oversized rat. But since when do rats scamper across the ceiling?

      The hint of a bad feeling poked at my stomach, and I exhaled sharply. Maybe I’d imagined it.

      I checked the booth, and… he was gone. Whoever he was, he was weird. Devastatingly handsome, but weird. I looked up at the vent again, but there was nothing there to arouse any suspicion.

      “Miss?” The dealer’s voice dragged me back into reality. He was talking to the cucumber chick, who pursed her lips, then briefly glanced at her mate. He was pretending to look at his cards, resting his chin in his hand, index finger tapping the tip of his nose. I’d learned by now that it was a signal for a good hand.

      “I’ll put in twenty,” the young woman replied, smirking as she pushed blue chips to the center of the table.

      A large figure appeared to my right. I would’ve been startled, had I not recognized Malcolm’s pale blue eyes and round, bald head. He was big and soft on the outside, kind of like the Michelin man stuffed into an Armani suit, but a damn brute if ever crossed.

      It’s showtime.

      They’d probably seen enough through the cameras to confirm my suspicions, if they’d decided to send the big guy, directly. A wave of fear and panic hit me like a bucket of ice water—hard bucket included in the toss. The cucumbers were broiling, as Malcolm glowered at them. Their faces were pale, beads of sweat blooming on their temples. I had never felt anyone switch from giddy to petrified in just ten seconds.

      “You two.” Malcolm nodded at the couple, still separated by the three gamblers. “I need you to stand up and slowly step away from the table.”

      Malcolm never ordered anyone to do anything. He used his calm voice to simply tell people what they had to do, without a fuss. Nobody dared challenge him. What he said was going to happen… well, it always happened. With no exception. He told you to stand up, you sprang to your feet. No questions asked. This time, however, it didn’t seem to immediately stick.

      “Is… Is there something wrong, sir?” the cucumber guy asked, his voice a little pitchy, as the girl slowly stood up, gripping the edge of the table as if to stop herself from collapsing.

      Their world was crashing down on them, and it hurt like hell. My stomach tightened itself into a knot, and my blood went on the race of the century through my veins. I broke into a sweat as my heart skipped a couple of beats. Of course, the legal implications were damning. If caught cheating, players were taken to a back room, where the police would later find them. What happened from the moment they left the table until the police officers got there, however, varied from one establishment to another.

      Malcolm was big and scary as hell, and this couple seemed to have been through the motions before—otherwise, they wouldn’t be so terrified. What they didn’t know was that Malcolm only employed legal methods of detention. No one walked out with bruises or broken bones unless they assaulted someone, and security were forced to defend themselves.

      “I’m not going to ask you again,” Malcolm replied. He hadn’t even brought backup with him. To be fair, there were two guards stationed by the main entrance, anyway. There was nowhere to run.

      The guy stood and chuckled nervously.

      “Seriously, what’s going on here? What did we do?” he asked, while the girl pressed her lips tight together.

      “I think you know exactly what’s going on,” Malcolm replied dryly.

      The three gamblers stared at each other, then scowled at the couple. The old-timer was particularly pissed off. I could tell from how badly I wanted to shove my fist in the young guy’s face, as he continued to laugh it off.

      “No, I don’t! I’m just here playing my game. I’m not bothering anyone!” he insisted.

      “You really don’t want to do this here, buddy.” Malcolm was unfazed and nodded at the bouncers from the main entrance. They both walked over and flanked the couple. “We’re going to go into the back room now.”

      “Nah, man, I’m not going to no back room.” The guy shook his head, trying hilariously hard to keep his cool. I noticed a yellowish glimmer in his brown eyes but couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, exactly. It could just be reflections from the overhead chandeliers.

      Fear clamped on my throat and stiffened my muscles. He didn’t want to disappear into that back room. I thought I could maybe soothe him a little, tell him that nobody was going to hurt him back there, but that would mean revealing my identity as a casino employee. If I outed myself now, other players would learn about me, and my job would be compromised. So, I kept my mouth shut and tried to ride it all out.

      “Relax, buddy,” Malcolm retorted, rolling his eyes. “No one’s getting kneecapped tonight. This is a legally compliant establishment, not a mobster movie.”

      The two security guards politely, yet firmly, nudged them away from their chairs and escorted the couple away as they both voiced their protests.

      “Wait! My money! What about my money?” the guy cried out.

      “You’ll get your buy-in back, but all your winnings will be returned to the house, since you’ve been cheating your ass off,” Malcolm shot back.

      It wasn’t over, though. The crippling fear didn’t leave me. The farther the couple got from me, the lower the intensity of their emotions was supposed to be. That was always the case. No exception. My unique ability was subject to physical distance.

      And yet, I was still terrified. I realized then that I wasn’t experiencing the couple’s feelings anymore. It was someone else. I glanced around the casino, catching glimpses of curious customers as they watched the couple getting escorted to the other side of the room.

      The three gamblers left at my table were just… upset. They felt like idiots, and, by extension, so did I. But no one here was afraid. The games we’d played were going to be annulled, and they were going to get their money back. Those were the house rules, where cheaters were involved. At the end of the night, they were going to walk away as the winners, so to speak. Of course, we all knew they were just going to gamble their money away at another table an hour later, but still. It felt like a second chance for them.

      Malcolm offered a warm smile to the remaining gamblers. “You’re free to put your money into another game.”

      That’s how a casino works, after all. They make their money from other people’s vices. It wasn’t Malcolm’s place to preach or to judge. Our key responsibility was to drive revenue.

      So, it was obvious that the fear making me tremble didn’t belong to the gamblers. I made brief eye contact with the dealer, who looked away, and it hit me. It was him.

      The dealer was absently shuffling a deck of cards, but his fear seeped through me. He was involved with the cucumbers. There was a whiff of familiarity that I hadn’t caught from him earlier because I’d been too focused on the couple. But how? The couple had only seemed to coordinate with each other during the games, so how had the dealer helped?

      A thought crossed my mind, and I opened my clutch and took out a pair of small, yellow-lens glasses. I looked through them at his deck of cards and exhaled. They were marked. The yellowish glimmers in the cucumber guy’s eyes weren’t a chandelier reflection. They were contact lenses, crafted from a material that worked like my special glasses.

      I quickly took my glasses off, chuckling. “I thought I could see better with my glasses, but the light really isn’t helping,” I murmured, flashing a smile to the other players.

      I then gave Malcolm a discreet nudge and nodded at the dealer, who was nervously eyeing us both at this point. He’d caught on. He’d realized what I’d done. The guy was a new employee—otherwise, he never would’ve used marked cards on my shift. No one had warned him, either. Good.

      “You,” Malcolm said to the dealer. “We need to talk.”

      “A-About what?” he replied, his voice barely audible. His enclosed position at the specially designed table made me feel trapped. The dealer could have no access to people near the table during the games, to avoid foul play. Hence, he was basically plopped in the middle of it. To get out of there fast, he’d have to jump over the table and crawl to the edge.

      He didn’t give Malcolm a chance to explain, as he did exactly what I’d expected, and sprang on top of the table. It was time for more… drastic measures.

      I held my breath, and thousands of cards burst out from the shelves beneath the table.

      The dealer fell backward, dazed and confused by the flurry of playing cards swarming all around him, like crazed birds in a horror movie. He yelped and cursed as they fluttered frenetically around him, swatting him over the face, defying the laws of physics.

      Gasps erupted from around the table and the rest of the room as the cards scattered in the air.

      Malcolm lunged after the dealer, but he rolled over the table, pushing the other players away as he made a run for the main doors. There was no security on that side, and he could easily escape. The two guards were busy with the cheaters, and the others were farther back in the room, with not enough time to reach us.

      “I don’t think so,” I muttered and set my sights on one of the empty chairs at the last blackjack table by the exit.

      When I said I wasn’t like most people, I wasn’t kidding. Empathy wasn’t my only unique… skill. Telekinesis, over which I had better control, was the second one—though I’d yet to understand its extent, and it often depended on my anger to perform properly. Straight-up weirdo.

      It felt as if I had these invisible tendrils extending from my fingers, and I had to focus them on an object in order for me to take hold of and then move it.

      The dealer had made me angry enough to focus and take control of that chair, twenty feet away from me. It slid across the room and tripped the guy. He stumbled and landed flat on his face, with a painfully heavy thud. I had a feeling he’d at least sprained something in the process.

      Atta girl!

      I was still working on improving my telekinetic ability, but I’d managed to move an object to a predetermined location without a fuss. Compared to my earliest attempts when it first began to manifest, around the age of seven, I dared to call it progress.

      Malcolm ran over to the dealer and pushed his knee into his back, prompting him to cry out from the pain. Two other bouncers rushed in from the bar and got the dealer up on his feet.

      “Take him to the back room, too,” Malcolm barked, annoyed whenever he was forced to get athletic in his Armani suit. “We’re pressing charges!”

      They both nodded and dragged him away. They passed by me, and there it was again: the sheer terror. This guy had been in prison before. He clearly didn’t want to go back, but hey, you commit crimes, you pay the price.

      Malcolm got up as I collected what was left of my poker chips and bid my farewell to the other three players. Two waitresses and a new dealer quickly took over, inviting the players to resume their seats and offering plenty of drinks on the house. It was the least the casino could do, after one of its crooked dealers had shoved three of its clients away from the table.

      “How did you do that?” Malcolm reached my side as I walked over to the cashier.

      “Do what?”

      It was time to come up with good excuses for my inhuman abilities. Fortunately, I had an entire arsenal of perfectly reasonable explanations. Malcolm was very fond of me, but he was also very curious. This wasn’t the first time he’d caught a whiff. My “intuition” had been a subject of his fascination from the day he’d hired me.

      “The cards, Harley,” he replied, slightly irritated. “How did you do that?”

      “Dude.” I chuckled. “I rigged the drawers. It’s an old-school carnival trick. I knew he was dirty.”

      Malcolm frowned. “How did you know that? How did you spot him?”

      Ugh, digging deeper.

      Malcolm had worked as a police officer for ten years before switching to private security. His detective skills had yet to simmer down.

      “I noticed some signs, Malcolm. Nothing special, trust me,” I said. “People are… well, they’re people. Their emotions betray them, and you, my friend, are a very intimidating presence. You made the guy nervous; I could tell before we opened the doors tonight. So, I employed some good ol’ mechanical tricks with the drawers, in case he tried to make a run for it. Which he obviously did.”

      “And the couple? How did you spot them this time?”

      “It’s my job, Malcolm. I’m not telling you my secrets.” I giggled. “It’s how I earn my keep.”

      He smirked. “And the chair?”

      He’d saved the best for last. I let out a long, tortured sigh as I returned the chips to the cashier with a friendly wink. She smiled briefly and handed over a receipt, which I slipped into Malcolm’s chest pocket.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied dryly. “Not my fault that boy has two left legs and can’t even run without tripping over random objects.”

      “The chair slid and—” He stopped himself, then took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a second, and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      He was frustrated. We’d been doing the same dance for three months now, since I’d started working here. I caught the cheaters. Sometimes I had to employ my unorthodox methods to stop them from fleeing. Then I had to explain the unexplainable. We’d both then shrug, I’d get paid, and we’d part ways until my next shift.

      The casino didn’t like drilling for information. As long as the cheaters were caught, and I got my bonuses, we were all happy. But Malcolm’s detective intuition made it hard for him to let go.

      “So, what’s my bonus for tonight?” I grinned, eager to change the subject to what really interested me.

      “Five percent, as usual.” Malcolm shook his head, giving me the half-smile that labeled me as “incorrigible.”

      “Oh, that’s…” I quickly did the math in my head and reached three zeroes, in the upper half of a decimal. “Hell, yes! I get to give my Daisy a new paintjob. Maybe a new exhaust, too!”

      After a life spent with a handful of personal belongings stashed in a black garbage bag as I was carted off from one foster family to another, I’d recently acquired a car—a raucous, black 1967 Ford Mustang in need of improvements and lots of love. I’d named her Daisy, and she was my first purchase as a responsible adult. She was also the birthday present I gave myself upon turning nineteen. Naturally, I was eager to invest a little bit of cash in her upkeep, whenever I got the chance, since the casino job paid pretty well. Most of the bonuses went right into my future college fund. But I did spoil myself and Daisy once in a while. Regardless of what others said, adulting was fun.

      Malcolm smiled softly. “I’ve got a good mechanic I can recommend, if you’re interested.”

      I was filled with affection, a gentle warmth I’d always imagined felt like fatherly love. I’d only felt it once before, with Mr. Smith, from my last foster family—the only decent home I was put in. Malcolm was, indeed, very fond of me. I thought of a warm breakfast on the kitchen table whenever he looked at me that way, reminding me of Mr. Smith’s maple syrup pancakes and freshly squeezed orange juice.

      “That would be great, thanks!” I beamed at him, then remembered the cucumbers. “Just so you know, the couple you guys lifted—they know each other. They didn’t think anyone would notice, but you know me. I think they’re quite seasoned, too. You might want the cops to check with Nevada casinos.”

      “Good point. Thank you, Harley.” Malcolm gave me an appreciative nod. “They’ll get banned, anyway, and we’ll put out a nationwide alert on their profiles. They didn’t show up in our system when they came in.”

      “Ah, yes, facial recognition cameras. I keep forgetting we have those,” I muttered, as I caught movement at the corner of my eye, then above us. Looking up, the flicker of a shadow in a corner by another vent made me still. I could’ve sworn I’d just seen that long black tail again…

      I must be tired.

      “They’ll get arrested, too,” Malcolm replied.

      I shrugged. “Hey, man, that’s what happens when you don’t keep your nose clean.”

      In retrospect, I could’ve ended up a lot worse, as a foster kid. We were the discarded souls that nobody wanted. Most of the kids in the system ended up in juvenile detention centers and, later on, prison.

      It wasn’t really their fault. Nobody chooses to be a criminal at the age of twelve. Your environment pushes you. The lack of involvement from the authorities when you signal abuse from one foster parent, then another—it makes you lose any semblance of hope. The system doesn’t believe you, and you grow up distrusting the system in return.

      Nobody listens to you. Nobody cares. You do what you can to get by. That’s how it usually goes down for us kids with black garbage bags.

      I did good for myself. I stayed out of serious trouble, despite my often-troublesome abilities. Of course, the other foster kids didn’t grow up with a note from their dad, telling them to “stay smart” and “stay safe.”

      As miserable as I was without parents to call my own, I still felt a little lucky to have had that handful of words to guide me.

      It was better than nothing.
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      Shortly after the incident, my shift was over, but the night was far from coming to an end, with about a dozen customers left at the poker and blackjack tables. Only one of them was walking away with more money than he’d come in with. The others filled me with a sense of disappointment, and, at the same time, hope—the idea that they’d try again next time, and maybe beat the house.

      I wasn’t a gambler myself, nor would I ever indulge. Given my ability as an empath, I’d already experienced the thrilling highs and the devastating lows from all the players I’d had to sit next to during my work hours. I could never get over the pit in my stomach after watching someone throw twenty grand right into the dealer’s hands. Loss was one emotion I was already familiar with, and it wasn’t something I needed more of. On top of that, at nineteen, I wasn’t even legally allowed to gamble. Working there and pretending to be a gambler, however, was a different story, thanks to several legal loopholes that Malcolm had taken advantage of, in order to get me on his crew.

      “You have to let me set you up on a date with Daniel,” Malcolm said with a smile, watching me as I collected my clutch from the top of the bar, then put my leather jacket on. The jacket was one of my favorites, and I rarely parted with it, especially given these cool early spring nights we’d been having lately.

      “Now, why would you do that to your own son, Malcolm?” I grinned.

      “He’s nineteen; you’re nineteen. You’re a good girl; he’s a good boy. You’re lonely, and Daniel sure could use a female presence in his life. I could go on,” Malcolm replied, rubbing the back of his neck.

      His wife died when Daniel was only five, so it had been just the two of them for a very long time. Shortly after he became a single dad, Malcolm put the police badge away and started working in security—a slightly safer line of work, since he couldn’t put his life at such risk anymore. Not while raising a son, anyway.

      Malcolm was being truthful, though. Daniel was a good guy, and I’d met him a couple of months earlier. I’d noticed the sweet looks he gave me, but I didn’t think anything of it until Malcolm first suggested a date. This was his third attempt, and it was going to be a no, once again. Daniel was sweet and all, but he just wasn’t my type. Not that I actually knew what my “type” was, but something inside me just didn’t click with Daniel.

      Besides, being in a relationship meant I’d have to eventually explain my weird powers, and I was nowhere near ready to have that conversation with anybody.

      “Sorry, Malcolm, but it’s still a no for me,” I replied gently, careful not to let him down too hard. “I mean, I’m happy to go out with the both of you, since there’s so much of San Diego I’ve yet to experience, despite growing up here, and you guys know all the good burger joints, apparently… But I’m not getting into the dating game anytime soon, and I’d hate to string Daniel along.”

      “Can’t blame an old man for trying.” Malcolm shook his head slowly as the shadow of a smile passed over his face.

      “See you in a couple of days.” I winked, waved him goodbye, and walked out through the back door. I’d parked my Daisy in the far-right corner of the employees’ parking lot, away from the others, and I could see her from where I was standing as I searched for my keys at the bottom of the clutch. Customers parked their cars on the other side of the building.

      The casino door closed behind me with a loud click, and my fingers finally clasped around my keys. My stomach seemed a bit upset, as if there was a little monster inside, gnawing away at it. Leftover pizza for dinner it is, then.

      There were a few other cars in the lot, besides my Mustang, including Malcolm’s black sedan. I walked over to mine, welcoming the cool darkness of midnight. The stars glimmered overhead, in the company of the giant pearl commonly referred to as the moon. I’d always been captivated by it, especially when it was so big and glowing so close to the Earth, though I knew its size was an optical illusion, the horizon tricking my mind and warping reality.

      A shadow darted across the asphalt before me, but vanished somewhere behind my Daisy before I could see what it was. I ignored the sudden chill and kept moving, keys in hand, eager to sink into a hot bath at home.

      “No, please!” a man yelped somewhere farther down on 55th Street, just where the parking lot ended in its shoddy wooden fence.

      My heart hammered in my chest. I walked faster, my stilettos clicking across the asphalt as I reached my car.

      “What… What are you?” The same voice grew louder, and I stilled, crippled with horror. But it wasn’t my horror—it was his.

      I squinted into the darkness, but couldn’t find the man who had cried out.

      Maybe he was just some dude who’d snorted too much of that “good stuff.” But his emotions were far too powerful. I’d experienced drug-induced panics from other people, and none were as intense as the thick sheet of ice constricting my heart in this moment. Besides, my instincts were already telling me to at least find out what was going on, to see if I should call the police.

      I walked around the car, toward the fence. I looked down 55th Street, both ways, but there was nothing to see, other than dim orange lights cast by distant streetlamps.

      “What the…” I muttered, catching movement somewhere to my right, just where the small apartment blocks started rising, lined with palm trees.

      The man whose voice I’d just heard emerged from the shadows. He tripped and fell over, just twenty feet away from me and right in the middle of the street. Fear crashed into me in a second, much more brutal wave, paralyzing my muscles. Oh, man, he’s scared out of his mind.

      “Get away from me!” he shrieked, then stumbled to his feet and started running again.

      “Dude, are you okay?” I called out as he got closer.

      He was pale, paper-white almost, his face drenched in sweat and his crisp, Friday-night-out suit covered in dirt and cuts. He was pretty roughed up, his lip split and a purplish bruise blaring around his left eye. He stared at me for a second, then exhaled sharply with genuine relief. I felt hope bursting inside my chest—his, as he hoped I would save him. From what, though?

      “No, I’m not! You’ve got to help me, call the police!” he said, his voice trembling. “I can’t see… I can’t see who it is… or what it is, but it just won’t let me be!”

      “Um, wait, what?” I got confused, fast.

      My initial thought of a drug-related trip gone horribly wrong crossed my mind, until a shadow flickered across the ground. I looked down and saw the long black tail I’d seen earlier inside the casino. It lashed out from the shadows to my right, and coiled its tip around the man’s ankles, sweeping him off his feet.

      “What—” I didn’t manage to finish my thought. The man fell hard on his back, screaming as he got dragged away. “No, no, no!”

      I dropped my keys and clutch and jumped over the fence, my left heel slipping. Not the best night for stilettos, clearly.

      “HELP!” he cried out.

      I ran after him, slightly limping from the pain budding in my left ankle. His emotions were toying with my senses, and it took considerable mental effort for me to push it all down so I could focus on what was happening as I followed him.

      Whatever had latched onto his ankles had a surprisingly long tail. Snake, maybe? No, what kind of snake can do that?

      A large figure took form in the semi-darkness ahead, with light from a streetlamp offering me a better view. My stomach churned, then wriggled itself into a small, painful ball, as I came to a halt. This was not a snake. Nor was it a man.

      Whatever this is, it’s not human.

      “Oh, God, help me, please!” the man bellowed, desperately scraping at the asphalt beneath him as he was dragged backward.

      I tried to catch his hands, his fingers bloodied by his attempts to get away, but I missed him by inches. And then a bloodcurdling growl made me freeze in place. The creature taunting the guy came into view, its big black eyes fixed on me.

      As it noticed me, it stopped dragging the man, enough for him to look over his shoulder and cry with exasperation. “What the hell is going on? What’s happening to me?”

      “You… You can’t see it?” I murmured, staring at the horrible beast standing before me.

      “See what? There’s nothing! I don’t… How is… Why is this happening?”

      It hit me then that the man couldn’t see the creature taunting him. I figured it was better that way. He was spared the visual horror.

      I was standing face-to-face with some kind of… monster. It was huge, at least eight feet tall, with bulging, pitch-black eyes and two long, twisted horns that sprouted from either side of a crooked, asymmetrical head. Thick strings of drool clung to a pair of enormous fangs, and razor-sharp claws protruded from the ends of its lanky, ape-like limbs. Its skin was leathery, a dark and dirty shade of gray, with spikes erupting from behind its neck. A stringy tail trailed behind it, and, judging by the giant bat wings extending from its back, this thing could also fly.

      It growled again, this time louder, as it continued glaring at me.

      “What… are you?” I gasped, my own fear taking hold of my bones and joints, pushing my instincts into survival mode.

      “You can see… it?” The man gawked at me, blood trickling from his temple.

      “Yeah, but, trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      It was a weirdly freakish hybrid, a cross between an ape, an overgrown lizard, and a bat, and it was looking way too intensely at me. Claws as big and as sharp as the monster’s took hold of my heart as it let go of the man and smacked him over the back of his head with its tail.

      He lost consciousness, and the monster moved over his body, its shadow nearly swallowing him. Every nerve in my body screamed for me to run. But I couldn’t leave the man to die. If our situations were reversed, I knew I’d want someone looking out for me.

      Given the disgusting amount of drool, it was dinnertime for the beast, and the dude was its main course.

      “Hey! Leave him alone!” I shouted.

      Whatever this creature was, it wasn’t interested in meaningful conversation. The monster sneered at me, then shifted its focus back to the guy, its jaws parting with anticipation as it lowered its head for a bite. My fight-or-flight instinct kicked itself into fight mode.

      I thrust my arms out to help concentrate my telekinetic powers. First, I had to latch onto it. For some reason, I needed a clear view and angle to “lasso” the target. Fortunately, given how preoccupied the thing was with its meal, that wasn’t hard. I curled my fingers, focusing all my energy into its throat. The creature stilled, then choked as my hold on it tightened.

      I was panting hard. I’d never performed such a precise grab before, and certainly not with a target this big. Nevertheless, I latched on and pulled the monster away, swinging my arms up as I tossed it over my head. It snarled as it was forced to part with its prey, sailing through the air.

      My breath stopped as I saw where it was going to land.

      “My car. Not my car!” I blurted out, then latched onto the creature once more, waving it away from my beloved Daisy.

      It missed my Mustang by inches, and crashed into the fence. Wood splinters flew outward, and the monster groaned from the pain, then lifted its head to glare at me. Its anger flowed through me like lightning. I’d really pissed it off now.

      The guy behind me came to and gasped, as all he could see were the creature’s claws crushing the asphalt beneath it with each step it took toward me. Think fast, think fast, think fast!

      The monster lunged at me, baring its fangs, its black eyes wide and filled with rage. I tried to swat it away again, but it darted to the right. I launched another mental lasso at it, and it jerked to the left. It had already figured out my telekinesis.

      “Crap,” I muttered, desperately trying to think of another way out of this mess.

      “What?” the guy behind me croaked.

      “Run,” I breathed, as the monster veered toward me again.

      I put my arms out, hoping I could at least nudge it away, but then a flash of fire exploded between us. The blaze pushed me back a couple of feet. It didn’t hit me, but it certainly got the monster, forcing it into a rough landing on its back.

      “What the hell is going on here?” the guy cried out.

      “Why do you keep asking me? How the hell am I supposed to know?” I shot back, genuinely exasperated.

      It was bad enough that I could see the thing, and still had no idea how to stop it. On top of that, I’d just nearly gotten myself blown up, somehow. All I wanted was a hot bath and a slice of yesterday’s pizza. Was that too much to ask?

      “Step aside, miss.” A somewhat familiar voice caught me off guard.

      Behind me, a young man emerged from the shadows of the residential building next to the casino’s parking lot. The deep green eyes, the dark curls resting on his forehead, the smooth, dark blue silk of his suit—it was the electric dude I’d seen earlier during the poker game.

      The monster grunted, shaking its ginormous head, then looked at us and let out a spine-chilling roar. The electric dude frowned at the creature, pursing his lips as if he were dealing with a smaller-sized nuisance, like a rat, and not the living nightmare slowly getting back up on its hind legs.

      “You… You can see it, too?” the guy on the ground asked him.

      “Seriously, why are you still here?” I rolled my eyes at the wounded stranger, then pointed at the end of the street. “Just run!”

      “No, stay there,” the electric dude replied, his voice low and eerily calm in spite of the raging monster shuddering in preparation for another attack. “You’re a witness.”

      “Who are you? And what the hell is this… thing?” I managed, trying to wrap my head around the many unknowns that had gotten between me and my leftover-pizza dinner.

      “I’m Wade. Wade Crowley,” the electric dude replied, and only then did I catch the hint of an Irish accent he carried. “And that’s a gargoyle.”

      I stared at him, then at the monster, for a couple of seconds, noticing the soot on its horrific face. The fire that had hit it earlier had burned through its thick skin, but hadn’t managed to inflict significant damage. What the heck was it made of?

      “A what now?” I blinked several times, my brain left behind for a moment.

      “A gargoyle. Not sure what wasn’t clear about that statement.” Wade raised an eyebrow at me, as if I was the idiot. As if I was supposed to just know what that thing was. He’d made it sound as though gargoyles were as common as sewer rats.

      “Well, pardon me for not knowing that gargoyles are real and not just creepy statues!” I shot back, slightly annoyed.

      Wade opened his mouth to say something, but the gargoyle’s sudden movements made him put his hands up. The ten rings on his fingers lit up in an incandescent orange, and, to my shock, flames burst from his palms, hitting the monster right in the face. The creature yelped and covered its head with its wings, then growled and darted to the side, dissolving into the darkness behind a small building flanked by a Jeep, just outside the casino’s parking lot.

      The way the light fell over it made it difficult to tell whether the gargoyle was still there.

      “Did you kill it?” I asked, craning my neck to get a better look, as the guy behind me got up and backed away slowly.

      “Nope,” Wade replied, scanning the building. I couldn’t stop staring at his rings, which were still glowing a peculiar shade of amber.

      The gargoyle jumped out and landed on top of the Jeep, the hood bending inward under its weight, as it snarled at us. It moved too fast for Wade to hit it with fire again, dodging the flaming balls as it zigzagged across the street toward me and the guy on my right.

      “Stay down!” I shouted at him, then tried another telekinetic move on the gargoyle.

      I managed to smack its shoulder but didn’t stop it, as it took flight and shot right at me. Light flickered across its face, and I ducked as Wade’s flames hit it hard. Whatever ability Wade had, it was similar to mine, but he was in much better control of his powers than I could even dream of being with mine.

      The gargoyle landed on its side, but didn’t give Wade a chance to hit it again, and bolted toward me and the guy once more. This creature was really persistent about getting its dinner.

      I put my hands out and managed to latch onto its right wing. It gave me a panicked look, and I slapped the asphalt in a sudden crouch, as it was the only way for me to bring it down, given its considerable size. I felt like the puppet master in charge of a giant white shark, my muscles straining.

      Wade watched as I struggled to keep the creature down. I noticed his frown, and scoffed.

      “A little help here, Wade?”

      “I figured since you ignored my request to step aside, and you’re continuing to disrupt my operation here, I might as well see what you can do,” he replied sarcastically. “Clearly, not much.”

      As much as I hated it, he was right. The gargoyle tossed and turned until it escaped my hold. Dammit, I need more practice!

      “Your operation?” I snapped. “For Pete’s sake, help me kill this thing!”

      “No one’s killing anything tonight,” Wade replied, then brought his hands up again. The gargoyle dodged several fire pellets, then decided to deal with the source, directly.

      In three wide jumps, it reached Wade and pounced at him.

      “Don’t let him get away!” Wade shouted at me.

      “Let who get away?” I replied, then glanced over my shoulder and saw the wounded guy trying to run off.

      “If he gets out there, the gargoyle will go after him before I get a chance to catch it. Keep him here!” Wade grunted as he tackled the gargoyle with what looked like Judo moves.

      What in the world is he doing?

      Nevertheless, I caught the guy by his sleeve, pulling him back and farther away from the middle of the street, where Wade was struggling to get on top of the gargoyle.

      “Just stay here. He says it’s safer if you don’t run. Let him do his… thing,” I said to the guy, then stared at Wade for a couple of seconds.

      The beast got the upper hand and punched him so hard, Wade flew twenty feet to the right, then slid over the fence and slammed against the passenger door of my car. My heart hurt as I heard the metal dent on impact.

      “My baby!” I gasped, as Wade quickly came to and frowned at me.

      “Your baby?” he muttered.

      “Ah jeez, not you! My car! Don’t scratch my car!” I shot back.

      The gargoyle didn’t wait for Wade to get up. It rushed at him, and I knew that if I didn’t do something quick, my Daisy was going to pay the price. Fueled by fear itself, I sprinted forward and found the strength to clap my hands and do something I hadn’t done since I’d nearly destroyed the shed of my last foster home.

      The friction of my palms coming together created sparks, and the adrenaline pumping through me provided the energy I needed to generate a thin sheet of fire, which I aimed directly at the gargoyle.

      Wade froze, his eyes wide as he saw the blaze coming. Just as I’d manipulated the creature earlier with telekinesis, I employed the same arm movements to guide the fire sheet as it slipped right in front of Wade, prompting the gargoyle to come to a grinding halt, its knees scraping the asphalt.

      “Hah!” I cackled, then brought my arms back, as if pulling two ropes, and the fire sheet moved closer toward the gargoyle. The creature scrambled backward as the flames licked at its back.

      Wade jumped to his feet and ran around the beast, depositing small green crystals in a circle, before he stopped, dropped, and slapped the ground hard, muttering something. I stilled as the green crystals lit up from the inside, my fire curtain gone in a flash. Bright, greenish-white beams shot out from the gems, then became flexible and lashed around the gargoyle. The creature didn’t know what to do, scared by my fire and blinded by the strange, flashing ropes that stretched over it in a net-like pattern.

      Wade got back up, casually dusting himself off, as the now-incandescent-green ropes tightened into a trap and knocked the gargoyle down, forcing it into submission. The creature struggled and growled, but whenever it tried to stand, the incandescent ropes burned into its thick skin, far worse and deeper than any of the fires that had been thrown at it earlier.

      Only then, as I managed to catch my breath, my knees and arms shaking from both physical exertion and shock, did perfectly reasonable questions start knocking the air out of my lungs.

      What was that trap? How did it work? How could light be bent like that? How come Wade could use fire the way he did? Did it come from those rings on his fingers? How did he know what a gargoyle was? Why had the creature tried to attack the guy? Where had it come from?

      Of the many darting through my head at this point, I figured I deserved answers at least to these questions. I shifted my focus to Wade, understanding right then and there that (a) I wasn’t the only one with peculiar abilities, and that (b) he clearly had the answers I needed.

      Answers that I’d been looking for since I was seven years old and first noticed how different I was from everybody else.
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