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            THE START OF THE END

          

        

      

    

    
      The world was vast. I knew that there would be a lot that must be covered here; the trees, the sky, the plants. Nothing on this planet was familiar. And yet, I only had one true goal on my mind. I had to find my girls. Maybe. Song Bird. Kitten. Finality. They were missing. I didn’t know how long I had been up – maybe ten minutes, fifteen at the most. But it seemed like I had been walking around forever.

      When I woke up, I was on a slab of stone in the middle of a strange-looking forest. Alone. The portal that Zion had opened up in his attempts to travel through the galactic sphere had grabbed onto me and my four companions. We had been pulled to this world with him. I could only imagine that it was the planet he had grown up on, or maybe it was just a planet that he was trying to control. Either way, it seemed to be the end of his plans. Or at least, it was the start of the end for his plans.

      Nothing about this place looked like home. The trees all had massive trunks that wrapped around larger than a small sedan and branches that were almost as thick. The leaves were broad, the size of my head, the size of my hands at the smallest – they were green and waxy, with red lines cutting through the veins in little curls. Two suns shone above us, one brilliantly white and the other tinted with red. There was tall grass, up almost to my knees, with little white and purple flowers scattered through them.

      The flowers gave off a strange smell, like sour honey, but not quite as unlikeable to be around. Or maybe it was a foul scent and it had just started to grow on me – it was hard to tell.

      One way or another, the plants were strange. This world was strange. And I was tired. But – my girls were still missing. My girls, who I needed to find. The backs of my thighs ached. My powers allowed me to heal quickly and take hard hits, but it didn’t stop me from feeling general exhaustion. I took a moment to pause at the base of a large tree. The branches above me were woven together thickly, causing the strange dual colours of the sun to scatter down on me in ample flows.

      I tilted my head back, eyes half closed. The tree I paused beside was covered in tendrils of the vines, all of which had large, white, star-shaped flowers on them. The flowers themselves seemed to exude a faint light. The light itself mingled with the glow of the suns. It was like a technicolour nightmare. I bet that I would’ve had a raging headache if it wasn’t for my super fast healing powers.

      By this point, I had already realized that it probably wasn’t a great idea to get that close and personal with the flowers on these vines, which meant that I wasn’t going to be leaning against the tree anytime soon. Earlier when I had tried to touch the petals of one of the flowers, it had curled slightly against my fingers, as though it had a faint life of its own. The flower emitted a sweet scent.

      I didn’t trust any plant that seemed to be able to track me. I wasn’t too keen on the way it smelled either. But – I needed a break. Wandering around blind, that wasn’t getting me anywhere. I was going to need to come up with some kind of a game plan, one other than just blindly hoping I would be able to stumble across the girls.

      I closed my eyes, taking a moment to try and clear my head. There were no sounds out here, no animals or birds or anything like that. Even the leaves didn’t seem to rustle, though that might have been because there was no real wind to blow through it. Sound didn’t seem to carry too well either.

      But standing there, I took a moment to think things over. I wanted to clarify – this was a moment that I was trying to keep myself held together in. Not even three months ago, I was just some guy working at a garage. I barely dealt with customers because my job was to fix engines and crawl under cars for oil changes. I was there to clean up messes.

      And now, the mess that I was being expected to clean up was this: a massive risk for the world as a whole, a chance for something, or someone, to destroy the world. If I failed, Earth would be lost. I couldn’t let that happen.

      And that’s when I had an idea.

      Over the weeks that my girls and I had been trying to fight back against Zion, there had been moments where it felt as though we were connected. Moments that felt as though we should be one and the same. A steady pulsing connection that wrapped between us. And it came to me in the form of a sound.

      Did you know that planets made sounds? That the stars made sounds? That the whole world made sounds? And not everyone could hear them. But I had noticed this music would appear sometimes during other points in my life. It led me to Celestial, when she was captured in Zion’s first base, and it had led me to the strange golden box too. I had heard whiffs of this music at other points, and I knew that my magic wasn’t being used to its absolute full potential.

      I decided that this was the perfect time to try and up my game. So instead of just continuing to walk around and get myself even more lost, I decided to close my eyes and try to focus on the connection that I had with the girls. It was a gravitational pull, always there and often strong, but right now, it was this faint, distant sort of thing. It pulled at my chest and at something deeper, this tugging sensation in my very heart. Taking a deep breath, I tried to focus on that sensation, taking a few steps – my eyes still closed – until I could feel it start to strengthen.

      But that wasn’t the only thing I was looking for. I was also looking for the music. If planets had sounds, and my girls were what I orbited around, and there was a gravitational pull between us, then there was also going to be music.

      And I was right.

      The more I followed the pull between us, the more the sound became apparent. Soon, I was stepping through the dense forest and following a faint chiming sound, like a songbird in the early morning mist. The grass was still high, but I caught a flash of white and hurried toward it. It was Maybe!

      She was laying prone on the ground, still dressed in her hero outfit; silver bangles on the wrists, a black fitted leotard, and a black spandex skirt attached to it. She wore a black and silver mask that covered her eyes, masquerade style. Her bobbed hair was spread out around her head. I dropped to my knees at her side and pressed my fingers to the cut on her shoulder. My hands slid over her skin, but I didn’t feel any obvious injuries, none save the ones that I watched her get in the battle against Zion at the Big Leaguers’ base.

      Knowing that she could be hurt – and that she hadn’t woken up – I gathered my powers and pressed my magic into her body, urging it to heal her. Silver light danced between us. Her physical wounds would be healed up so that nothing but faint glittering lines would remain.

      Slowly, she groaned and her brown eyes opened up. She tilted her head to the side, and when she saw me, shot bolt upright. Her arms flung around my shoulders, and she clung to me like I was the only thing keeping her held onto this earth.

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “We’re not in danger right now, but I need you to stand up. The other girls are still missing, and I need to find them.”

      Maybe let me pull her up onto her feet. It took only a moment before she was steady again, and then she looked around, her eyes big and brown and wide. “Where are we?”

      “The other side of the portal. Whatever Zion was trying to do, it’s somewhere on this planet. I don’t know what he’s looking for… But we have to find Song Bird, Kitten, and Finality before we even try to figure it out,” I said, taking hold of her hand and leading her through another part of the forest.

      The pull was still strong, but the music had changed. It was almost like a heavy bass sound, something that mirrored the beat of my heart. Maybe asked, “Where are we going?”

      “We’re going to get the others, and then we’re going to find Zion and stop him,” I told her with a huff. We walked a little bit further. There was a distant sound, like water running over stones. I moved toward it, telling her, “Song Bird is up here.”

      It made sense that she was a bass line, mysterious but needed, and so close to the heart. There was something about her that had always been encouraging to me. I moved with the speed of a man who didn’t know if his girl was alive or not, clinging to the hope that since Maybe had been alright, Song Bird would be too.

      I imagined that if the mysterious golden woman hadn’t woken me up, I still would have been lying on that stone platform. She had confused me, but I was grateful to her all the same. I hurried along, chasing after the music notes and the song, and was relieved when I saw that there was a river running ahead of us and a familiar person lying prone on the shore.

      The trees stopped abruptly five feet from the river on either side. The red light from the second sun bounced off of the rich orange stones at the bottom of the river and turned the water into a stream of fire. One of Song Bird’s legs was submerged in the water. At the sight of her, Maybe abandoned my side to rush over to Song Bird, grabbing the other woman by both hands and pulling her out of the river.

      She had the body of a dancer, tall and lean but pretty muscular, and it was only accentuated by the tight white bodysuit that she wore. There were silver music notes woven into some sections of her bodysuit. Once, she had worn an eternity symbol mask on her face, but after the fall of her team, she had retreated backward, hiding behind a porcelain mask instead. Now, that mask was split down the centre with smaller cracks feathering out to the sides.

      “Oh, she’s going to be so upset when she sees this,” said Maybe, running her fingertips over the cracks. “She’s going to be alright, won’t she?”

      “I think so,” I told her, sitting down on the shore of the river to attempt to do my best at healing the other hero. The woman was still, her wounds and bruises and cuts slowly stitching shut with my glittering, silvery magic. Before our very eyes, her wounds healed – and then, just like with Maybe, she gave an uncertain groan, and her eyes fluttered open. They were the only part of her face visible with this style of mask.

      “Don’t move,” said Maybe. “Not yet.”

      I agreed. “You might want to check that mask of yours too. There’s some pretty heavy damage going on there.”

      Song Bird’s hand snapped up to her mask, touching at it. Eventually, she decided that the integrity must have still been intact, because she shook her head, brushed the both of us aside, and stood up. She wavered for a moment but quickly got her balance back underneath her. “It’s fine. Someone tell me what’s going on.”

      I was quick to fill her in on what had already been figured out so far and what we still needed to do – and on how I was finding everyone.

      She gave me a warm look, something like pride glittering in her eyes. Song Bird said, “I knew you were the one we needed to pick. Alright, Gravity. Lead the way.”

      She made a gesture with one hand toward the great unknown of the planet. And I nodded at her, my mouth twisting into a grim smile, and turned to do exactly that.
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      The music, it turned out, was different for everyone. I found Kitten in a heap in some bushes. The bright fuchsia leaves were filled with black berries. I was careful not to knock any of the berries off, not wanting their juice to get on me. I had no doubt that much of what was on this planet would be deadly, or at least that it was all something we didn’t want to be dealing with.

      Even knocked out, Kitten was a sight for sore eyes. She was taller than I was, but lithe, like a dancer. She had bright purple gloves on, and each finger had a long silver claw at the end. Bright orange ears poked out of her fiery red hair, long and loose, and a matching furry tail was poking out through the back of her black spandex bodysuit. The black spandex left nothing to the imagination. She had big breasts and a shapely ass, and her eyes were sharp, slitted and golden like cat eyes. Whiskers pushed out of her cheeks too, and her boots were bright purple.

      The black berries had left stains on her clothing, mingling with the bloodstains from our previous fights and the bruising on her skin. I was quick to heal her, helping pull her wounds back together and then waking her up. Unlike the others, Kitten got up with her claws swinging, striking out with her literal claws. I barely pulled out of the way in time, toppling backward into the bushes myself. The berries popped beneath me, hitting skin where it was bare and leaving tingling spots behind.

      Kitten hit the ground on all fours with a vicious yowl – and then she blinked, realizing where she was. Her ears pinned backward into her hair, and she turned to look at me. There was a sharp glimmer of brightness in her eyes as recognition came back to her. “Shit. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re fine,” I told her. Maybe took my hand and helped me up from the bush. I scrubbed at my skin, trying to push the berries off of me. I offered her a smile, and with another quick explanation –

      We should have been going.

      But instead, Kitten said, “I don’t know why we take the time to go looking for her. She hasn’t been a help so far.”

      “Stop holding grudges,” said Song Bird. “She’s on our side now, and we need to accept that, accept her, and help her. Just like we helped you.”

      Kitten’s ears flicked again. “You all really trust her after everything that Zion said?”

      “I trust her,” I told Kitten. “Isn’t that enough?”

      Kitten looked at me for a moment as though she was trying to figure out exactly what she thought of that. Then finally, almost grudgingly, she said, “Fine. I trust you. And if you trust her, then that’s going to need to be enough.”

      “I do trust her.” I turned to move away from the group, following the last sound, a violin that was stretched out, scratching, low, faint – but a wave of dizziness hit me, and I staggered sideways. My hands snapped out, and luckily Maybe was there to catch me.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” I told her. “It’s just hard waking everyone up this close together. I’m okay. Soon as we find Finality, I’ll take a moment – and we can figure out what we’re going to do.”

      They weren’t willing to argue with me, and no one wanted to draw it out even longer than it already had been stretched. I turned and started following the sound. This time, the group followed after me without complaint. We crossed through the river. It was only about four inches deep, and it splashed against our boots.

      The water was slow moving, maybe a lazy river at the most, and we crossed over to the other side of it quickly and without incident. The trees resumed exactly five feet away from the river, in an almost straight line, and they weren’t as thickly grown together this time around.

      The music pulled at me. I knew that I could trust Fatality, because I had the same connection with her that I had with the rest of the girls. I knew that I could trust her because – it made sense to trust her.

      There was no tall grass on this side of the forest. The grass was just normal, coarse and green beneath our feet, but there were even more flowers in the trees on this side, bright yellow and pink, and vaguely star-shaped. They were making strange little sounds, though in hindsight, the clicking just twisted through with the violin sound that was leading me to Fatality.

      It appeared as though there was a path in the distance, an old game trail, but that wasn’t the way that we were going. I went the other way instead, leading them down a rocky slope. I could see Finality in the distance at the base of it. It looked as though she had been dropped on the slope and had rolled down the curve of it, coming to land in a heap at the base.

      She was taller than I was by almost two feet, with pale yellow skin that reminded me of a buttercup. Her hair was a darker shade of yellow, though it seemed to have no shine or vibrancy to it. Her eyes looked the same, a dull sort of gold, as though she had lost all the life and will in her. Her outfit consisted of a black bikini with golden metal supports beneath the breasts and fabric that barely held her tits in place. Her black bikini bottom had a golden see-through wrap hooked to the top of it, with a sharp split in the side that gave her ease of access and movement. Two antennae protruded from her forehead.

      She was banged up from the fight, but she was also banged up from the way that she had been thrown down the hill. I slid my way down the curl of the land and hit the base of it running. Then I hit the ground and hurried over to her.

      “I think she’s okay. Her head is bleeding. She must have cracked it against one of the stones.” I kneeled down and did my best to start healing her. The magic wasn’t coming as easily this time around. It seemed to be stuck somewhere inside of me, worn and waned and thin, and I had to push to get it out. I wanted to make sure that every part of it got into her.

      Finality didn’t take the magic as easily. I figured it was maybe because she wasn’t actually human and was an alien instead. It seemed to hit her and roll off of her body, like water over a curved glass dome. The water then spilled onto the ground at the base of it and landed in a pool.

      I had to keep pouring the magic into her until finally she was so drenched in it that the pool started to soak into her skin, stitching her wounds back together. It made her skin glitter brightly, the scars forming from starlight.

      The starlight was what saved her.

      Saved her, put her back together, and eventually woke her back up.

      She turned to look at me but not like the others had. There was no sudden startle. There was no way for her to jump up. Her eyes didn’t widen. She just turned and looked at me, and her eyes were wide, but there was no fear in them. There was just this brightness. This recognition.

      She blinked.

      “Toby?” Finality asked, her voice soft but steady, not a single tremble in it, not a single waver. “What happened?” And then she looked beyond me, and she let out this soft, trembling, “Oh.”

      “Oh,” I said in agreement with her. The others finally finished making their way down the slope with a skid of dirt clouds and kicked up stones in their wake. The sound seemed grating. Maybe because there was no other noise. There was still no birdsong. No breeze. This far away, there was no hint of the river passing over the stones either.

      But there was a ringing.

      It was like a bell in the back of my mind. This shrill, constant sound of recognition. I reached up, pressing a hand to the side of my face.

      Finality sat up, and the others joined us. Maybe dropped to the ground, putting a hand on my shoulder. She asked, “Gravity, are you okay?”

      I turned to look at her, meaning to say yes, but a wave of dizziness washed over me. I thought that I would be okay, that I would be able to heal all my girls and then just keep going. But the thing was, this wasn’t the only thing that I had been doing today.

      The fight, that had taken a lot of my energy. The portal, it had drained even more of it from me. And after the woman in gold had woken me up, I hadn’t given myself the chance to heal up before finding the others. Then all of this healing on top of it.

      Now, the world was starting to blur together. Finality reached out, catching my face between both of her hands. She directed my gaze back to hers and forced me to look at her. There was recognition and understanding in the look on her face. She leaned forward, pressing her forehead to mine. The light of her scar glinted strangely beneath the dual light of the double suns above us.

      “Thank you,” she told me, her voice steady but soft. “Thank you for not letting him have me.”

      “I would never leave you,” I told her. “I would never, ever leave you. You’re one of us now. That means we’re always going to come for you.”

      Kitten said, “We should keep going.”

      I went to stand up, but the dizziness washed over me in a wave. I stumbled and went down on my knees.

      Song Bird shouted, “Gravity!” # # #   # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #  # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #  # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #  # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #  # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #  # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #  # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #  # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #  # # # #

      I caught myself on my palms and made a deep sound in the back of my throat, a gagging noise as the nausea hit me. “I just –”

      “You need to rest,” said Finality. “That’s what you need to do. Rest. We’re safe here, for the moment. We’re safe here.”

      The words were a little bit like a blame, but I still found myself looking up, trying to get confirmation from the others. I trusted her, but I wanted to make sure that the others felt safe too. I didn’t want them to feel like I was putting them in danger.

      But their faces were all blurring together, and my limbs were suddenly so weak I couldn’t support myself any longer. I wanted to keep going. I wanted to make sure that she understood how much I wanted to keep going, to find Zion.

      But I couldn’t. The weakness gripped me even more tightly, and my arms gave out from under the front of me. I hit the ground fully, the grass coarse beneath me. This was not soft, and there were no flowers here. The lights were fading, but I was struggling, trying to fight back against it. The exhaustion, it burned into my bones, it pressed down against me, it made something inside of me finally relent.

      And in that moment, I realized that it was fine to just give in. My girls were here. They had all been saved. They had all been woken back up, healed, and brought together again. And that meant that now it was their turn.

      It was their turn to take care of me. And if Finality said that everything was okay and that it was safe here, I was going to have to trust her, just like she trusted me.

      And I passed out.
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      Waking up was a bright thing. A dark thing. Could something be both at once? The answer was yes, because it was both at once right then. The world seemed to swirl, twist, and then latch back into place. The sharpness of the clarity stunned me, so I closed my eyes again. For a long moment, I just laid there with my eyes closed while the world settled.

      I could hear the world around me. The girls were talking, the conversation going back and forth.

      Finality was finishing something, explaining, “This isn’t the planet that I was born on, but I’ve visited before. I think I know what he’s doing here. He wants to use the temple.”

      Song Bird asked, “What temple?”

      “The temple,” said Finality. “I do not know the name. I simply know that it is at the centre of the legend. An old battle. An old weapon. An old door.”

      “So,” said Maybe. “It has another portal in it.”

      “I believe so,” said Finality. “The door has been here for a very, very long time. There have only been a few who could open it. I think he must be looking for a way into it. A key.”

      “A key,” said Song Bird. She mused for a moment, making a humming sound. There was the crunch of ground beneath their feet as they moved around. “There was a key. There is always a key. Do you think – it can’t actually be shaped like a key, right?”

      “Right,” said Maybe. “So it could be something that he already has. If that’s the case, then we’re going to need to try and get there first. If we get there first, then we can just make sure that he doesn’t get into the temple.”

      Kitten pointed out, “If we get there first, then we don’t need to worry about it. We can get rid of the whole door.”

      “We tried that last time,” Maybe said.

      Kitten countered, “Sure, but it had already been opened and turned on. And we were still able to make waves with it. We were able to leave marks and cracks in it. And that’s with it draining us and making us all weaker. I bet that if we get there before Zion does, then we can just smash the whole thing in.”

      Finality asked, “Without ever knowing where it goes?”

      Song Bird said, “Maybe some doors are better left unopened.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” said Finality. “I think… I think that he wants something on the other side of the door. And if he can’t get it…” She looked away. “You have never seen Zion when he is truly angry. The way that he gets… The power that he already wields.”

      Everything that Finality ever had, it had been taken from her. Her family, her home, her title as alien princess. Her brother. Zion had destroyed it all. The melancholy in her voice was so thick and heavy, it was palpable. I thought about sitting up to comfort her, but the exhaustion was still there.

      My fingers twitched against the dirt. I breathed out hard, trying to keep my composure. Thankfully, Finality wasn’t alone, not fully.

      I could hear someone shift. And then softly Maybe said, “You were alone before. But you aren’t now.”

      I knew that I could always count on her to help. She was always able to make things run a bit more smoothly. The world could be so loud, but there would still be room for her voice. It could be dark, and her light would still be found. It was no surprise or wonder to me that she was the first one I found. Her song was the brightest and loudest of them all.

      Her song.

      As I laid there, listening to them speak with one another, I realized that I could still hear their music. It was more distant now that I wasn’t actively trying to look for it – but now that I knew it was there, also impossible to miss. I could hold my breath and make out each individual note and tell who it was meant to reflect.

      But more tellingly, as I listened to the way they sounded all together, it seemed as though the music twisted together until it formed a song that was fitting for our little group, one that was both complementary and that seemed to draw power from each other. There was a melody that both cut its own path and twisted together in harmony.

      I thought it was a beautiful sound, and it was that music more than anything else that finally urged me to sit up. I wanted to add my own music to this beat, my own melody. A part of me wondered what this music would sound like. I could only wonder though. I didn’t think I would ever hear my own song, not until it was my dying day.

      After all, those who lived on a planet could not hear the sound it made. It seemed obvious that I would never be able to hear mine either, not so long as I was living in this corpse. And since I refused to die just yet, I would have to be content with the music the rest of my group was making and not mind my own.

      I would have to just join in and move to the beat of their song the best that I could.

      So I sat up, the groan slipping out from between my lips against my own will, and I pressed a hand to the small of my back. All of my muscles were stiff, no doubt from spending so much time lying on the ground. And time must have passed because the sun was no longer directly ahead of us but instead nearing the end of its descent. Night would fall on us soon.

      One of the girls had lit a fire, though the material that they used had been carefully cleaned of all flowers and plant growth, nothing but the wood. “Sorry,” I said, my words coming out as a little croak. “I didn’t mean to pass out. I’m feeling better. We should be able to go soon.”

      I’d barely finished talking before Maybe jumped up from where she was sitting and launched herself at me. Maybe hit me with enough force that I was flung backward, my shoulders bouncing against the stone beneath me. The dirt was loamy, and the stones were small, and I laughed, wrapping my own arms around her, holding her close.

      There was something about this that still brought me joy, no matter how much time it had been. “You’re up! I’m so glad that you’re up!”

      “I’m okay,” I told her, but any other words were cut off by her lips pressing to my own. The kiss was almost chaste. She pressed another one to my mouth, and this time it wasn’t chaste at all but passionate in a way that made my whole body seem to burn. I wanted to be near her. I wanted her to be near me.

      So I kissed her back, just as heartily and eagerly, and then I let her pull away from me, standing up and straightening herself out. There was a faint hint of a blush on her face as she realized how many other people were standing there watching.

      But they didn’t seem to mind. None but Kitten, who was watching us with such an odd look on her face. For a moment, I thought she was angry. Kitten could be an odd one. She thought about things in such a strange way and viewed the world through the light of someone that had already done too much and seen too much and lost too much and presently held too little.

      And there was a softness in it too, for just a moment. She stood up then, tossing her hair over her shoulder, and then took a few steps to where I was still sitting on the ground. Kitten said to me, “You don’t have to just say hello to her you know. You could say it to other people. I’m literally right here.”

      And then she bent down, and she gave me a kiss. It was nothing like kissing Maybe. No matter how passionate Maybe and I got, there was always an element of softness to the way that our bodies pressed against each other; there was always an element of wanting. But there was no softness here. Kitten kissed the same way that she did everything else in her life, with teeth and passion and so much fiery determination that it was impossible not to notice.

      Her sharp fangs scraped over my lower lip, and her clawed fingers reached around and curled into my hair, and even in all of the darkness of the moment, there was never a time when I didn’t feel the heat of it, the spice, the love. There was so much here.

      She had never kissed me before.

      Song Bird, she’d joined Maybe and I once before when we’d slept together, and I knew that we had our own little thing spilling into existence. A new gravitational pull where the three of us orbited around each other.

      But Kitten, she had never shown any interest.

      And now she did.

      It was more than just interest. It was more like a declaration of want. And I wanted her too. I put a hand on the back of her neck, deepening the kiss. And when we parted, it was with a knowledge that something had just changed between us.

      We were no longer the same people that had existed before.

      We were within each other’s pull now, and we could never get out – we would never want to get out. There was something that could go unsaid for years; and yet in our case, we were able to find a way to say it without words. We were able to show it.

      And now our gravity was in sync, just like the planets around us were meant to be.

      “That’s better,” said Kitten, pulling away and flicking her hair back over her shoulders. She looked me over like I was a piece of prized meat she had just found and then turned and resumed her place by the fire, adding another piece of carefully cleaned wood to the collection.

      Song Bird said, “It’s good to see you up, Gravity. We were just about to go survey the area and see if we couldn’t figure out where to go from here. I was going to take Finality with me, if that’s good with you?”

      Finality seemed surprised by that. So did Kitten.

      Finality said, “Only if there are no objections. I wish to help. I do not wish to cause problems. If Zion senses there is a problem, he will only make more use of it.”

      “There’s no problem with it,” said Song Bird. “Right?”

      “Right,” I answered. “I’m glad not to be up and moving around just yet. I need a bit more time.”

      Maybe agreed with me, and then all eyes turned toward Kitten. Her ears flicked backwards, and for a moment, she turned to look at Finality, and it was like she was trying to see straight into the woman’s soul.

      Whatever Kitten decided she saw there, she finally relented, and she waved a hand, almost dismissively. “I understand. Just go.”

      Finality gave Kitten the very barest smile, and then she stood up and she moved to join Song Bird. She seemed at ease around Song Bird in a way that she wasn’t around Maybe or Kitten. The two left together to see if they could find the right path, and then the three of us were left to sit there on our own.

      And for a change – for the moment – that was perfectly fine.
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      We sat there together for a while, watching the world around us. The suns glided through the sky, and the lights changed, drifting gradually so that the suns eventually burned bright in the air around them. The fires of the heavens seemed to burn relentlessly with each passing moment, and then as though there was simply no fuel left to exist, there was darkness. There was no moon.

      There was no light in the sky above us. I looked up, frowning, and said, “I cannot see the stars.”

      “You cannot see the stars,” said Kitten, almost teasingly. “I don’t know. Maybe there aren’t any stars to be seen. What happened here, huh? This whole planet. There’s something about it I don’t like. It feels like we’re in some kind of a movie or something. Like, look at that.”

      Nothing.

      Just black.

      “Stage curtains,” said Kitten.

      Maybe laughed. “I was thinking that it was more like being a kid and watching the darkness in your open closet door.”

      Kitten’s ears flicked back. “Hard pass.”

      “I always waited for there to be something under the bed,” I admitted. “You know. Put your feet over the edge and you would feel the hands grabbing you from the darkness.”

      Maybe said, “I think we’re going to be in this darkness for a long time, don’t you?”

      “I agree,” said Kitten. “This isn’t going to be easy. We keep hoping that it will be, but… But we aren’t going to be able to just march into that temple and see how things go. We need a plan.”

      “I thought our plan was for us to go balls to the wall on the door when we found it?” Maybe asked, a bit of humour in her voice.

      Kitten said, “Sure, that’s a plan. That’s a hope. It’s not anything that we can actually do, you know? It’s us thinking we’ll get there and smash up this door and that’ll be that, but it’s the only thing we’ve got going.”

      “And what’s that even mean?” Maybe questioned.

      Kitten said, “It means… What are we going to do when Zion shows up in the middle, huh? What if the door’s already opened? How about, and here’s a good one for you, how about when we get there, Zion meets us there at the same time? We’re just hoping that we can stumble on this thing before he does, and then that we’ll be able to outsmart the only guy who even knows what planet we’re on.”

      She made a broad gesture with her arm. Maybe looked down at her own legs. “I guess you have a point. I just… I don’t know. I’d like it to be easy, just for once.”

      “I don’t think there’s a way for this to be easy,” I said. “I think that when the others get back, there’s something I’m going to need to tell the both of you. All four of you.”

      That got their attention pretty fast. Kitten leaned forward. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt after all? I don’t smell anything on you. You’re not bleeding at least.”

      I asked her, “You can smell blood?”

      “That’s not an answer. What’s wrong with you?” Kitten demanded.

      I told her, “I just… I want you to know something. It’s important, but I can’t say it more than once. I’m not certain that I should be saying it at all.”

      Maybe reached out and put a hand on the curve of my knee. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I told her. “I promise you that I’m fine. It’s got nothing to do with me being hurt. It’s something about… my dreams.”

      Kitten said, “Can’t you just tell us now?”

      I could. But I was worried about their reaction. I didn’t want to tell them more than once. So I insisted that we wait. Just like that, the hesitant peace that had settled over us seemed to have been fractured. There was a darkness in the world that didn’t make sense.

      The lack of stars.

      Maybe it was just because my powers were so based in the universe that I was able to feel the absence of the stars so strongly. I wasn’t certain. What I did know was this: there was no reason for the sky to be dark.

      Out here, there were no buildings to pollute the world, and there was no light to try and dull the dark. No light pollution. No normal pollution. The stars should have been visible in the brightest way. There should have been a crystal lake above us, thousands of pinpricks. It should have felt like my dreams.

      That was what made me realise, more than anything, that this was something else. That I needed to tell them what was at stake, what would really happen if we failed here. I needed them to understand that the world was what we made it – literally – and that if our plan failed, then we weren’t just losing in one fight against Zion.

      We were going to be losing the entire world.

      So we sat there and we waited in the dark of the night until Song Bird and Finality showed back up. They seemed… unhappy.

      “We didn’t find any sign of Zion,” said Song Bird. “But we found animal prints on the ground. They were fresh ones.”

      “Great,” I said. “So we have alien animals that we need to worry about too.”

      “Some planets have more natural life on them than you would expect,” said Finality.

      Kitten cleared her throat and clapped her hands together, just once. “Alright, enough. Let’s hear what you have to say.”

      “What’s she talking about?” Finality asked.

      Kitten gestured at me. “He said that he has some big secret he needs to share with us. But he wouldn’t say until the two of you got back.”

      Song Bird tilted her head to the side and Finality frowned.

      I told them, “It’s not a secret, not really. It’s more that… I wanted to let you know about something. About my dreams.”

      “The ones with the moth woman,” said Kitten, sounding confused. “You’ve told us about that before.”

      “I have,” I said. “But I didn't tell you everything. I told you that Weaver picked me. But there’s a catch.”

      “What kind of a catch?” Maybe asked.

      Song Bird insisted, “Why didn’t you tell us about it sooner?”

      Only Finality seemed to understand that some things were better left kept to yourself. I didn’t know if it was because she was a princess and had that sort of responsibility on her or if it was because she had been working under Zion to try and save her brother. Whatever the case, I got the feeling that she was the only one who would truly understand.

      And yet, I told them all the truth anyway. That my life was bound to Zion’s. And that our lives were bound to the planet. Kitten frowned. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that if we fail,” said Song Bird, “this Weaver is going to destroy Earth.”

      “Bullshit,” said Kitten, but her ears were pinned back. She stood up, taking a step toward me. “Bullshit. There’s no way that Toby wouldn’t tell us something that important. If the whole world was on our shoulders, he would tell us!”

      I was silent.

      Kitten kept going. “How can this woman just destroy a whole planet, huh?”

      Finality said, “Some beings are beyond us. You are a human, yes? And yet, you are beyond humans. In my home, I was – I was beyond our normality. And there are others, those that are nothing like the rest of our kind. I would not be surprised if she could. There is a legend.”

      There was a long pause, and all eyes turned to her. I was grateful not to be in the spotlight for a moment.

      Finality said, “There is a legend among my people about the weavers of fate. A creature that could wrap the world into a tapestry. If this being is truly one of them – if it is truly a Weaver as you say – then it would be easy for them to undo the fabric of a single planet. She could probably destroy Earth if she wanted.”

      “Then why not destroy Zion for us if he’s such a threat?” Kitten challenged.

      Finality shrugged her shoulders, and then she turned to look at me. “I want you to know that this is a great honour. To be able to speak with a creature of her calibre – to know that a being beyond comprehension has chosen you to communicate with.”

      “Most people would have been passed over, I assume,” I said. “But I’ll be honest. None of this has felt like an honour. It’s felt like… like something that no one should have to deal with. I don’t understand why it’s all happening like this. There’s just – I almost didn’t say anything.”

      I was back to being the centre of attention. At the heart of the fold, where there was nothing that could stop the others from staring at me; from knowing that I had kept something from them. I wished they could see my dreams. For a moment, I thought about pulling the dust of the world into being and seeing if I could maybe form a screen the way the woman in gold had formed one.

      I debated on trying – but if it failed, then what? Then I would have made a fool out of myself for nothing. I took a deep breath and tried to convey to them the honesty of the situation, carefully explaining, “Look. I know that this is… a lot. It was a lot when she told me.”

      There had been a dream. There had been a moment when I thought it was a dream. And in that moment, there had been a sense of understanding – a sense of knowing that something could have been happening, anywhere in the world, and I would never be able to change it.

      A note of finality, so to speak. Of knowing that something had already been decided.

      It was the faces on the moths. It was the fact that there were no stars in the sky. It was the fact that my girls were looking at me, right now, as though I had the entire world in my hands but I was the one who was threatening to destroy it.

      Maybe turned to me, offering me a single hand, palm upturned, fingers curled towards the sky. “What did she say to you, exactly?”

      “She said –” A lot of things, and only some of them made any amount of sense. Only a few of them felt as though they could have actually been helpful right now. And only one of them the girls were actually interested in. “– She said that so long as my heart is beating, I have a chance of saving the world.”

      “And?” Kitten insisted. “And what else?”

      I paused for a moment, debating. My eyes drifted back up to the sky, with the lack of stars, with all of the darkness and that empty blackness and the distance that it created. Isolation. We were all alone out here. There was no one else. There was no one that could help. There was no one to turn to.

      Even Weaver only showed up to help us when she felt like it. Everything on her terms; everything through mirrors and hoops and fog that had to be jumped through.

      “I don’t know what to say,” I told them. “Except that if we die here in our battle against Zion, there is no one else who will be allowed to try and make a stand against him. Weaver will undo our planet, and probably this one too, to ensure that he doesn’t reach his goal. We have to kill him, or the whole planet is going to be doomed.”
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      There was a long stretch of silence after I finished sharing my story – a moment where everyone just stared at me with varying amounts of anger and disappointment on their faces.

      And…

      I deserved it.

      There was a part of me that knew that. Whatever they were thinking, and whatever my intentions might have been, they deserved to direct their anger toward me, to be angry with me, disheartened, upset. Whatever they were feeling, it was valid.

      I just hoped that they could forgive me.

      Kitten took a step forward, the first to act. There was nothing but pure rage on her face as she strode over to me. Her hand snatched out, grabbing onto the front of my suit and pulling me toward her, claws digging into the spandex that I was wearing. Her lips were pulled back, fangs bared, like an animal that was about to start attacking.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her earnestly. “I wanted you to know that – that I just didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to be bogged down with it. I thought that it would make us headstrong and too reckless.”

      And Kitten was already being reckless.

      She was taking risks that no one should have been taking. She was making strides that no one should have been making. Her only goal had been to put herself at risk. I didn’t want to give her another reason to act like that, and I certainly didn’t want to let the others know and give them a reason to join Kitten in that reckless behaviour.

      So I had just… kept it to myself.

      Whether or not they agreed with me, I was standing by that decision. I knew this was going to be a trigger point. I wanted to know if they could forgive me, though.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t want you to make this call. I just… I wouldn’t have said anything. But look up at the stars. Look at the sky.”

      Their gazes turned skyward – all but Kitten’s. She stared at me with this burning sort of hatred, an anger that cut so far into my soul it would never leave me.

      “There aren’t any stars. And we’re about to walk into a fight that could change everything. I wanted you to know. I wasn’t lying to you,” I said. “I wasn’t. But it’s been hard for even me to handle, to try and get through. The thought of having to tell you all that the same thing was happening…”

      I just didn’t want to.

      I didn’t want them to look at me like this. And I didn’t want them to take undue risks.

      “I understand,” said Finality. “I know why you have made that decision. When my brother was general, I sat in on many of his meetings. I listened to him take council. I know that sometimes a strategy is not always kind, but it is still important and valuable.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kitten snarled. She shoved me backward suddenly, so hard that I stumbled into the tree nearby. My shoulders hit it with a solid thump. “I don’t understand how you can talk to us about trusting each other, and not tell us anything about this!”

      “I told you why. What would you have done before if you had known? I would have lost you,” I told her, shouting right back. “You would have stopped caring about what happened to yourself! But I cared about that. I didn’t want you to take those risks. I didn’t want you to go headfirst into battle thinking we had already lost! Because we hadn’t! We still have a chance.”

      I tried to rally again and to rally them as well. I took a step back toward the group, gesturing at the world around us.

      “Don’t you see that we still have a chance to finish this? We could beat him still, and then it won’t matter what was at stake. We could win –” I paused, and then I reached out and took Kitten’s hand in my own, tangling our fingers together. I tried to make it clear that I was speaking to the group but that I was thinking about her. “I know we can still win this as long as we keep working together. We’ve come this far, right?”

      But Kitten’s ears didn’t perk back up. Though some of the others appeared to have softened in demeanour, and though Finality didn’t appear angry at all, Kitten kept staring at me as though I was actively trying to punch her into the ground. Suddenly, she ripped her hand backward away from my own. She looked at me with these heavy sort of eyes, with these angry sort of eyes, and she shook her head.

      “I don’t get you.” Kitten’s voice was cold. “And I don’t see how you expect us to trust anything that you’re saying now.”

      “Kitten,” I said, trying to reach out for her again.

      But she shook her head, throwing her arms out to the sides. “No. No, I’m not doing this with you. I don’t want to hear anything that you have to say, not now, not ever again. I wish I hadn’t ever joined in on this stupid little mission of yours. If I hadn’t teamed up with you –”

      She cut herself off as though she just couldn’t bring herself to finish saying it. But she didn’t need to. She had already said enough to me for the wounds to slice my heart straight open.

      I didn’t think I had ever hurt so badly before. It was like she was ripping me open with her words.

      “I definitely should never have tried to –” Kitten stopped again, but it was clear what she meant. “I thought we could have had something, but you couldn’t even be straight about what was on the line here.”

      “We all knew what was on the line,” said Song Bird, trying to intervene. “On some level, we all thought that Zion would destroy the world if we didn’t beat him.”

      “But that’s different,” snarled Kitten, spinning around to stare at Song Bird. She was furious, her proverbial hackles raised, and she took a harried step toward the other heroine. “That’s different,  because –”

      “It’s not,” said Maybe. “Not really. It’s a sign that we failed. If we lose, the world ends. We knew that was going to happen. What does it matter who pulls the trigger? The gun is still going to be there.”

      “It matters because I know that Zion’s got a gun,” Kitten snapped. “I didn’t know that Gravity was hiding one too!”

      Offended, I said, “I’m not! I’m not hiding anything! I told you ‍–”

      “Too late,” Kitten said. “You told us too late!”

      And then without saying anything else, she turned and started to storm away from the fire where we had made our little camp.

      “Kitten,” I shouted. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not going to fight beside someone who picks and chooses what I get to know,” said Kitten without even looking backward toward me. She moved fast, putting distance between us quickly. “I’ll find a way to Zion on my own.”

      “Kitten!” I tried to go after her, but as I passed by Finality, the alien princess’s hand snapped out and grabbed me by the elbow.

      Finality shook her head.

      “Get off of me!” I tugged at my arm but not hard enough to really dislodge her. “I’m not going to just let her leave. You said it yourself, there are fresh animal prints out there. She could be in danger!”

      “She’s not going to come back,” said Finality. “If you try to force her hand now, she is only going to grow more angry.”

      “Finality is right,” said Song Bird. “Kitten needs to cool off. As much as I don’t want to say this… We don’t have the time to sit and wait for her either. We have to try and find Zion. First thing in the morning, we need to leave.”

      Maybe was the one who asked, “What if she’s not here with us?”

      “We’re going to leave anyway,” said Song Bird. “Because the whole planet depends on us.”

      Once, when we first started getting ready to leave the city, Song Bird said she was worried she was going to have to make hard decisions, and the thought of it scared her. She had been talking about making a decision that could put me in more danger at the time but knew that it had to apply here, to this, as well.

      She was afraid that this was a decision that could break apart the group. If we started to fight over Kitten right now, then the already shaken core of our foundation would truly be broken. And if we didn’t keep the core of it held together, there would be nothing to stand on and nothing to fall back onto.

      That couldn’t happen.

      I turned to look out after Kitten again, but she had already vanished into the darkness. Because there were no stars and there was no visible moon, the shadows seemed that much more stark, that much darker and more difficult to parse through.

      But Kitten could see in the dark, so I knew that, for her at least, the shadows would not be so difficult or so dangerous. There was something about that thought which comforted me, if only a little bit. I knew that running after her, while it was what I wanted to do, would only cause more issues.

      I knew that I couldn’t wait for her to come back either. Not only was Song Bird right about our time crunch and having to get to Zion as soon as we could, but Kitten was such a stubborn person, she might not come back for hours – or days – or at all.

      I loved her. And I would do anything for her. But I had three other beautiful young women right here with me that were willing to fight, willing to work with me, and needed my help.

      Kitten was gone, swallowed by the darkness. Trying to find her, that would be an impossible feat.

      So I turned and went back to the fire, sitting down heavily next to Maybe. “She’s right. We can’t waste time. As soon as those suns come up and we can see again, we’re going to need to get out of here and try to find Zion.”

      No one said anything. They just looked at me, and Maybe eventually wrapped an arm around my shoulders and let me lean up against her side. I didn’t say anything to her either. I wanted to know if they understood me, if they were as furious as Kitten was over the decision I had made.

      But I couldn’t bring myself to ask them. I couldn’t bring myself to say anything to them, not really. I wanted to let them know that I was just trying to do what was best by them…

      But I was aware of what Song Bird said, about making decisions that no one else was going to like; about making decisions that would, at the end of the day, do us more good than harm but would have the whole world looking at me, furious at my call.

      I stood by it.

      And I hoped with everything I had that I would meet up with Kitten again.
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      I didn’t understand how the planet functioned, though maybe that was mostly because it was my first time off the planet Earth. Finality, she was born travelling the galaxies, and Song Bird, she was part of a team that had travelled off the Earth before. But for myself and Maybe, we had never imagined that we could be somewhere like this.

      That must have been why we both found ourselves awake before the others, sitting at the very edge of the camp, staring up at the sky. I asked her, “It’s insane, right?”

      “Yeah,” said Maybe. “I never thought that I would see something like this.”

      Above us, the reds and yellows were starting to spill into the sky. It spread out from the centre of it, this haze like blood that had been dropped into the middle of a still pool of water. There was something about it that made me think of fire, but it also made me think of love, warmth, and heat. I could almost feel the way that it seeped into the world, spilling onto the planet that we were standing on.

      The shadows shimmered and distorted around us. Maybe asked, “Do you think Kitten’s okay?”

      “I think she’s fine,” I said honestly. “She’s tougher than we like to admit. Kind of like you.” I knocked my elbow against her side. “I haven’t had chance to say it yet, but you kicked ass at the tower.”

      Maybe blushed and looked back up at the sky. “I wasn’t nearly good enough to stop this from happening. And Kitten might still be here if that had happened.”

      “Kitten is fine,” I told her again. I was trying to make myself believe it just as much as I was trying to make her believe it.

      Behind us, Finality and Song Bird were starting to rouse. I stood up, knowing that this meant we were going to have to leave, and I held out one hand.

      After a moment, Maybe took my hand and she let me pull her up onto her feet.

      “Come on,” I told her. “We have a lot that we need to try and get done.”

      Maybe took in a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, I know that we do. I just… It’s fine. I’m fine.”

      She leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

      “We’ve got this,” said Maybe. “I know that we can figure it out. Together.”

      And together is what we should have been.

      But without Kitten at my side, it didn’t feel like we were truly together. It was like a puzzle that was missing one last piece, and you could never get the true picture without that missing piece being found.

      All the same, we went back to the camp where the other girls were at, and I gave them the best smile that I could muster, trying to be reassuring.

      Thankfully, there wasn’t much time for conversation. We had to completely get rid of all traces of our camp. Without knowing what was going to happen, or where Zion was at, we’d decided that letting him know where we had been just wasn’t acceptable. We wanted to make sure there was no way that he could track us.

      That was Song Bird’s suggestion, that he might have just been following us to try and see if we would lead him to where he wanted to go. I knew that we couldn’t totally rule that out, but I knew that we could at least minimize the amount of chances we were taking with him.

      So we went back onto the road, trying to let my music guide me. I could hear something in the distance, but it was too faint to tell what it was. Could it just have been Kitten? I wasn’t sure, but having something was better than having nothing.

      The rocky plateau we were on meandered for a while, which eventually became scattered with tall, brown and golden grass. The plain resembled a prairie from Earth, which I found unsettling. The sky above us was blue and yellow and red, like a watercolour painting that had a glass of liquid spilled on it.

      There was no sound, and then suddenly – there was. It was a low trumpeting noise, followed by a squeal and a rumble, like a distortion.

      I froze. “You all heard that, right?”

      “It was an animal,” said Song Bird.

      Finality said, “The question is what kind.” She tilted her head to the side. The sound came again, and she frowned. “I think it might be a quara tuk.”

      Maybe said, “That doesn’t mean anything to us.”

      Finality nodded. “Harmless, but… that is a distress sound. Which means they are dealing with something that is not harmless.”

      “That’s the way we need to go,” I said, gesturing toward the direction of the noise. It was a sharp tug at the back of my chest. “We’ll see what’s going on eventually. I want everyone to be on guard though, alright?”

      “Right,” said Maybe, pulling out her sword. The blade of it glinted oddly in the bright light of the double suns above. “You’re right.”

      And then we started toward the noise and the animals that were making it. It turned out that quara tuk were a sort of deer, no larger than a small sheep dog, mostly legs, and with a long trunk that extended from the slope of their face. Their fur was short, and their antlers were massive, almost double the size of their actual body.

      They had faded black fur, bleached by the suns, and bright green streaking on their trunk. They appeared to be upset over something, a herd of them prancing about, shaking those ornamental antlers and trying to get away from something.

      I frowned. “I don’t see anything.”

      “I don’t either,” said Song Bird.

      Finality put a hand on my shoulder, her skin warm through the spandex of my suit. “No. Look closer, at the ground.”

      The ground? I thought to myself.

      I leaned forward, redirecting my gaze to the feet of the quara tuks. There appeared to be massive disturbances in the sand, the sort that came about when a mole was travelling through silty soil. Only these were way, way bigger than those sections. They were massive, the size of a cow.

      As we watched, one of the tunnels seemed to open up, and one of the quara tuk was grabbed by the beast within.

      Finality gasped. “Aka minos!”

      Aka minos.

      The words seemed to invoke a sense of fear in Finality. I took a breath, trying to take in brief glimpses of the aka minos as it came out. The bull-like creature appeared to be fully blind, with big, bulging white eyes and sharp tusks that shot out from under a large hanging lip. The roll of flesh pulled back to reveal massive teeth. And from within the creature’s mouth came a blast of vine-like tentacles, more roots than flesh. They grabbed the legs of a quara tuk, pulling the deer into its mouth and devouring it.

      “We have to get past that,” said Song Bird, a note of doubt in her voice.

      Finality lifted up one hand, pointing. “There are four of them. Look.”

      “There are a lot of them. I think… the best way is to charge. I’ll send the quara tuk running, and maybe in the confusion we’ll be able to just get past them all without being seen,” said Song Bird.

      Finality nodded. “That is a good idea. They can sense birds in the air, so even if we tried to float across, it would be a risk.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t risk using up all of my magic like that. We have to run.”

      I helped Song Bird make the distraction. She found the rock, and I sent it up into the air – then she hit it with a burst of audible sound waves, and it exploded. The quara tuk went everywhere, and the stone fragments hit the ground in a spray as well.

      We took off in a forward charge, trying to keep in a tight cluster. That way, if something did happen, we would be there to help pick each other up.

      The moment we heard the earth displacing behind us though, we knew that we weren’t going to make it past without a fight. The aka minos burst from the ground – and there was a strange shimmer in the air, a physical distortion.

      Maybe’s song changed, surging, swelling – the crescendo of her world entering into a new orbit and passing by a new cosmos – and then she waved a hand, her eyes glowing bright white like the stars that were missing from the sky the night before.

      The aka minos seemed to freeze in midair, mouth tentacles extended, legs out, cloven-clawed paws grasping for reach. Seven cards appeared in the air before Maybe. I couldn’t see what they said; a bright white light exuded from it, this bursting bright thing that made my eyes burn to look at.

      Maybe reached out, selecting one of the cards from the display and then holding it up. The light faded. It showed the next move the aka minos was going to make. There was a half second pause. The aka minos moved again, springing back into motion as though it had never stopped.

      Song Bird was able to successfully counter the creature with a bursting scream, and I moved on my newly honed instincts, ripping the meteor hammer out of my pouch and slamming it outward.

      The meteor hammer was a massive ball covered in sharp spikes that looked seriously dangerous. The spiky ball had a massive chain attached to the bottom, and a big, red star hooked to the base of the chain.

      It had once belonged to Galactic, the man who had given me my first batch of powers, and was made from Osmandium. That was mana-imbued osmium. Osmium was the heaviest metal in the world. This made Galactic’s meteor hammer immensely heavy, but since he could control its mass, he could easily wield it with speed. I’d shift my power off when it was thrown so the mass would increase and cause insane damage.

      The spiked ball at the end of the chain slammed into the aka minos, and the moment that it touched the creature, I let the mass return to normal. It caught the aka minos in the head. There was a crunch of bone breaking, and the massive creature hit the ground.

      Maybe still had her cards out. She drew another glowing card, her own eyes still a pure white, and handed it to me. It showed the other aka minos heading this way.

      “We have to go,” I shouted.

      The white faded from Maybe’s eyes, and the cards vanished from the world as though they had never been there in the first place. She stumbled a step, but Song Bird hooked hold of Maybe’s wrist and pulled her along.

      We went in a different direction, thanks to the advice of the cards, and though I was struggling to understand where that advice might have even come from, I knew that the best thing to do right now was to just focus on getting away.

      So that was what we did. We focused on putting as much distance between ourselves and the prairie as we could, chasing after the directions of a magic card that none of us even understood.

      Eventually, we stopped hearing either animal behind us. We kept going until the grass had come back in more thickness and the world resembled less of a prairie and more of a field. Only then did we collapse onto the ground, struggling to catch our breath.

      I laid on my back, only turning my head to look at Maybe. I asked her, “What the hell was that?”

      She had gone a little ashen from the amount of energy extended, followed by our flight. Maybe turned those wide, pretty eyes of hers onto me, and she said, “I don’t know. I – I have no idea what just happened.”

      My hand slid over the ground and tangled with hers. I promised, “Don’t worry, Maybe. We’ll figure it out.”

      Together.

      I could promise her that much, even if I couldn’t promise her anything else.
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      We laid there for a while, trying to catch our breath. Eventually, though, we had to get up. A quick once-over proved that no one had gotten hurt, though Maybe still looked exhausted.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head and standing up. “I thought you didn’t have any powers.”

      “I don’t. I didn’t.” Maybe stood up too, offering out her hands. “I can’t get the cards to come back. I honestly have no idea how I did any of that.”

      “I think it was a latent power,” said Song Bird, coming over to join us. “I know that sometimes people can be born with a gene that gives them a super ability, but it’s not activated until a period of high stress. Sometimes, if it’s not a big enough part of you, it can only be activated during those periods. You might not be able to summon it just for the hell of it.”

      Maybe shook her head. “But nothing like that happened when I was kidnapped.”

      “I don’t understand how it works on a specific level,” admitted Song Bird. “I can only tell you what I’ve figured out myself over the years. I’ve seen some people who can be beaten to hell and back, but if their friend or their lover is in danger, they’ll be able to reach in and use their powers to protect them. And then – nothing, ever again.”

      Maybe thought about it for a moment, and then she decided, “I don’t know if I want to have powers all the time. I like my sword.” There was a pause, and then she smiled. “But I’ve always said that I was lucky. Guess I was right.”

      I asked, “What was up with the cards?”

      “It was like… they were showing me the possible moves that the aka minnows –” Maybe started.

      Finality corrected, “The aka minos.”

      Maybe nodded. “Right. The cards, they all had a move on it that I guess the aka minos might have made. But I could see these… these overlaid images, like they were moving, and it let me figure out what chance there was of each move actually being used. I just picked the card I thought was most likely to happen in real life.”

      I shook my head. “So you’ve got powers of chance, activated on a whim, and you’ve only got a fifty-fifty shot of ever getting to use it again.”

      “I guess so,” said Maybe with a little bit of a laugh. “I guess that sums it all up.”

      Song Bird said, “It’s not something to complain about. Even if you’re only able to use it once in a while – even if you never get to use it again – you just saved our hides. I get a feeling those beasts would have done us in with a single move.”

      “They would have,” said Finality firmly. “They would have eaten us whole. Aka minos are fearsome beasts. You could not see the rest of them, but they are nearly twenty feet long at their full extent. There are some very old tales from hunters of even longer ones in the reclusive worlds.”

      The idea of hunters who went after alien animals like an intergalactic Crocodile Dundee was ridiculously funny to me for some reason. I could picture the guy in some souped-up Mad Max style clothing, with a hunting rifle and – and then something else hit me.

      I turned and faced Finality, frowning just a little bit. “You know a lot about both of those animals, huh?”

      “I have done much studying,” said Finality. “Before. When I was leading a kingdom in a peaceful state.”

      “Right,” I said, nodding my head. “So you know about the aka minos, and you know about the quara tuk. You probably would have some idea about how we would be able to get past any of the other animals we meet, right?”

      “I am no expert,” said Finality, sounding a little bit amused. “I have travelled and I have read, but the animals were never the main focus of my studies. I had my own planet to focus on.”

      “Right, no, I understand that,” I said with a nod of the head. “I get that, but still.” I gestured at the rest of us. “Finality, have you realized that we’ve never done any studies?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “You are not stupid. I have heard you speak. Brilliant, all three of you.”

      Maybe’s cheeks flushed.

      Song Bird wiped some of the dirt off of her porcelain mask, but she looked pleased about the whole thing. Even with her facial features covered, I could tell that she appreciated the compliment.

      I did too, but it also reiterated something that I had not thought about before – the fact that Finality might not realize that Earth’s learning was different from her own.

      I gestured at myself and Maybe. “We have never left our home planet before.” And then pointing at myself, I said, “And I don’t know anything about the planets that are in the region or what we might find on them.”

      “Nothing?” she asked, frowning at me.

      I nodded. “Nothing. I’ve never had any reason to learn about them, and there aren’t many resources for us to study in my world, not where I’m from at least. I’ve never heard of quara tuk or aka minos before. I wouldn’t have known anything about them if you hadn’t been there.”

      “Oh,” said Finality. Her brows pinched down, and her lips pulled into a thin line. She tilted her head to the side, her antennae twitching as she settled into a deeper sort of thought.

      “That’s a good point,” said Song Bird. She turned to Finality and she explained, “Even though I’ve travelled before, I only know about the planets that I’ve actively been on.”

      “But you are a strategist, a leader,” said Finality. “Did no one teach you of the troubles that you could face? The dangers?”

      “They did, but only the ones on Earth,” said Song Bird. “I’ve only been off planet once before, and it was for a peace meeting with another group. I’ve never been somewhere like this.”

      Finality didn’t say anything to that right away. She looked us over as though trying to judge the sincerity of our statements, and then she brought us several yards away to where several boulders were.

      She sat on one of them, and the rest of us crowded in around her.

      Finality said, “This planet, it is very old. It had people living on it once, but that was long ago. There are ruins. Old places where many legends are centred.”

      “That’s where you were saying the door is at,” said Song Bird, with a nod of her head. “I remember that.”

      “I do not know the full detail of those stories, but I know enough that the door is important. We must only find the key.” Finality admitted, “They were very tala-vis here.”

      “I don’t know that word,” said Maybe. I didn’t either. It sounded like it must have been from Finality’s own tongue.

      She struggled for a moment, trying to come up with an example, and when she couldn’t come up with anything, she ended up saying, “Gold. They liked gold. A lot.”

      Gold.

      I thought of the woman in gold from my dream –

      I was not in a void but the between world. I swung around and found myself face-to-face with a woman who appeared to be made entirely of golden light. There were no clothes outlined on her, just the shape of a woman’s body, with a small waist and a big bust. Her long hair flowed behind her, scattering out into a shattering of dust, brilliant and filled with light. When she moved, the gold flew from her body.

      – and I realized that I had not shared that with the others. So much had happened, it had just slipped my mind. I wondered if she might have been part of this strange gold-loving culture, and then I thought about the strange gold cube that Weaver had made sure to send me with.

      Could that be the key that they were talking about?

      I made to reach into my bag at my hip, the one lined with a black hole for permanent storage, but then I realized that it was probably not a good idea to pull it out right now.

      I said, “Finality, I might already have that key.”

      “The cube?” Song Bird asked.

      I nodded my head. “That just means we really do need to find that temple.”

      Maybe waved a hand at the both of us, and she said, “What else do you know about this planet, Finality?”

      Finality asked, “What else do you want to know?”

      “I thought that it might be useful… Has no one else noticed that we’ve been through so many different terrains?” Maybe asked.

      I looked around. “Fine. You’re right.”

      Maybe said, “That’s not normal, not for such a small area. What do you know about that?”

      Finality said something in a language that we didn’t understand, and then she translated it into ours, pointing out, “I think that it is best translated as the patchwork planet. It is like a quilt, put together in squares. From a distance, it is an odd sight. I have never been here in person, but I have spoken to many scholars who have come to study the lands. It is ripe with animals that would not normally interact.”

      “The weather too?” Maybe asked. “Is there any?”

      “I do not think there is much extreme weather here, no,” said Finality. “It is a normal thing for planets like this. There is something about the interlocking –” She spoke another set of words that I did not understand. “The connection between the terrains.”

      “That makes sense,” said Maybe with a slow nod of her head. “We’re going to have to be careful about where we go, then. We have no way of knowing if there are bogs or even stretches of snow near here. We need to stay alert.”

      “You’re right,” said Song Bird.

      Finality said, “I would have told you had I realized that you did not know. I thought that it was – for my people, it used to have been common knowledge.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “Sometimes, it takes a bit for information to come to light. Certain things just need to be brought up at certain times.”

      Maybe reached out and put a hand on my shoulder, knowing that I was thinking about Kitten. No one vocally brought her up though.

      Finality said, “I will tell you what I know of things that we pass, and I will try to think of anything that might be helpful for us in the moment.”

      “Thank you,” I told her. “That’s going to be a really big help.”

      “Anything to help,” she said. “I want you to succeed. I want Zion dead.”

      “We will,” I told her, and then I said the same thing to the others in the group. “I promise, we aren’t going to leave here with no planet to go home to. Zion will fall to our hands.”

      Together, we made our way away from the stones, somehow feeling both more confident and more wary about the world around us. We knew that there would be more challenges to face – and judging from the faint tree line that I could see in the distance, I was certain that we were not going to stay in these barren flatlands for long.

      There was no way to know ahead of time whether that was going to be a help or a hindrance – but it was nice to know that I probably already had the key that we were going to need to get through the temple doors and access the portal before Zion.

      And so long as I held onto the key, Zion wouldn’t be able to use it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            KITTENS LIKE FLOWERS TOO

          

        

      

    

    
      The trees turned out to be different from the original forest I’d been dropped into. Here, the trees resembled pines more than anything, with big bushy forms made up of brilliantly green- and brown-tipped needles, with something shimmering in the air around them. The whole forest smelled like sweet flowers, and there was so much pollen in the air that it glittered when the sun hit it the right way, a totally physical sensation that dusted and shimmered over us.

      “I don’t like this,” said Song Bird. “There’s something watching us.”

      “I feel it too,” said Finality. “But I do not see any signs of animals, so I would not be able to tell you what it could be. There are no tracks here, no sign that we are truly not alone.”

      Maybe said, “Maybe it’s something in the sky?”

      My gaze turned upward, but I had decided that the bloody, red ambience was too unsettling to look at and didn’t let my gaze linger on it for long, instead shaking my head. “It can’t be anything up there. I haven’t seen any birds or anything above us since we got here yesterday, not even a cloud or a streak of something passing by. Whatever we’re feeling, it’s got to be down here in the forest with us.”

      “I guess so,” said Maybe, but she didn’t seem certain about it. And I guess on some level she was right. Just because we hadn’t seen something so far, that didn’t mean we weren’t going to come across something up there eventually. It wasn’t a set thing, and even with Finality at our side, we didn’t know exactly what we were going to come across. It could have been anything.

      A whole other planet, maybe even in another galaxy. A whole new world. And it seemed like one. The trees were towering one moment and then barely as tall as we were the next, with thick vines that draped between them like someone had gotten happy with the silly string. The thick vines were a range of colour from the deepest shade of green that I had ever laid eyes on to something that was so pale it was nearly white to look at, almost translucent in the way that it shimmered beneath the sun so that you could see the thick veins that ran through it.

      “Are some of these vines… moving?” Maybe asked, pausing beside one of them. She ran her fingers over the vines, feeling the length of it shifting beneath her fingers. I hurried over to watch, not sure if I was awed or disturbed by the way the vine seemed to pulsate and throb at the slightest touch, poking at it myself a few times.

      Finality was quick to call us forward, putting an end to our impromptu research. She shook her head at us, clearly unhappy with the way that we were exploring the world around us.

      “I do not know these plants, but I do not like the pollen in the air or the way that they move,” she said when we caught up with her and Song Bird. “Some plants have been known to become sentient on foreign planets. I have never heard of sentient plants on this world, but as I said before, I am no expert on the location. I have simply heard bits and pieces – and many of the things I do know, they exist on other planets as well, where there is far more information available.”

      “Right,” I said. “What does a sentient plant look like?”

      “It varies. I have seen some worlds where the plants are able to change themselves,” said Finality as we walked along. She gestured to herself. “So that they appear to be a human form, made from their plant products. A walking mannequin of vines, you could say.”

      That thought was disturbing. I hated the idea of it.

      She continued, “In other locations, they are simply plants that have gained human levels of intelligence. These vines appear to be reacting purely to touch and heat. If you look at them, they seem to have no reaction to the way that we’re talking or the sounds that we’re making, only the motions.”

      She was right. The plants must have been able to sense our body heat. That was still unnerving, but it was nice to know that they were at least not literal living people in plant form. I didn’t think I could deal with that right now; there was already so much that I was trying to get a grip on.

      We continued to move through the forest, making sure to stay closer to each other this time around – only for there to be a sound in the distance, a scream that pierced through the air.

      “That’s Kitten,” I shouted, turning and sprinting toward the noise without any hesitation. It didn’t matter what danger I might have been running into. All that mattered was that I found Kitten and made sure she was alright. We might have been fighting, she might have been mad at me, but none of that mattered. The only thing of any importance was the fact I loved her, and she loved me, and we were going to figure this out, together.

      Thankfully, the rest of my girls appeared to be thinking the same thing, because they quickly fell into place at my side and came after me, all four of us hurrying along toward the sound. There was another scream, and I knew that whatever was going on, it was big, it was bad, and it was something that I needed to solve, now.

      We raced through the trees, never minding the way that they whipped at our faces and snapped at our bare skin. Our boots slammed against the ground. We burst through the brush and onto a small, tree-filled knoll where we were faced with the sight of Kitten suspended above the ground by several vines. The vines had wrapped around her wrists and her ankles, forcing her legs out so that she was in an X-style position.

      There was another vine in front of her, with a bright purple flower on the end of it. The flower had petals in a star shape, and each petal had darker colours on the back side of it and bright white spots over the front. The centre of the flower was a mass of yellow tendrils, which seemed to be spreading out and waving.

      “Kitten,” I shouted. She didn’t look hurt, just scared and angry, and her face twisted into a look of pure fury. She jerked on the vines, pulling as hard as she could.

      “Get this shit off of me,” shouted Kitten, trying to break free. Her tail lashed about behind her, and her ears were pinned back into her wave of red hair.

      At the burst of heat from our bodies, the flower seemed to give a great big shudder and then sprayed a burst of golden pollen directly in Kitten’s face.

      Finality screamed, “Don’t breathe it in!”

      But it was too late. Even though Kitten tried to hold her breath, the vines that were wrapped around her limbs gave a sudden jerk and she screamed, inhaling great big lungfuls of the strange pollen. It sent her into a coughing fit, and the vines dropped her, seemingly uninterested in actually tearing her apart.

      Kitten hit the ground on all fours like a true cat, but she collapsed onto the ground right after in another coughing fit. I ran over to her, dropping onto my knees at her side, and then the others curled in front of me as a shield against the vines – but the plants didn’t have any more interest in us.

      The vines that had been holding Kitten vanished so that only the flower remained. While it pointed at us, it seemed to be waiting for something too.

      Finality shook her head. “That pollen, it’s meant to help create body heat, I’m sure of it.”

      “I thought you didn’t know what these plants were?” Maybe asked.

      “I don’t. But I know that there’s a class of flower that feeds off of generated heat. I think that this might be it – otherwise, the plants would be trying to kill us or eat us right now,” said Finality. “They aren’t. They want something from us. They want us to give them something.”

      “Kitten,” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      Kitten gave a low moan. I was instantly reminded of the fight with Aphrodite. I could see her face starting to turn pink and the way that she squirmed where she was laying, one hand dropping down between her own legs to play with herself through the thin fabric of her bodysuit.

      I was grateful to have at least some amount of experience with this, and I found that it was easier this time around to roll her over and go with her, pressing a kiss to her lips. “Do you forgive me? If you don’t, I’ll have one of the others come over –”

      But before I could even finish that sentence, Kitten threw her arms around me and dug her fingers into my shoulders, trying to urge me closer. “I’m sorry,” panted Kitten. “I shouldn’t have left. I shouldn’t have. Please, I’ve wanted you this whole time!”

      And that was all that I needed to hear before I was sliding her bottoms aside and pressing my fingers up into her. She was already soaked, no doubt a side effect of the sex pollen. If the flower wanted added body heat, it was going to get it. I was quick to settle myself between her legs and to pull myself out as well.

      It wasn’t fair, in a way, that we were not going to get the same touching moment I had gotten with Maybe; the way that we were able to show each other how much we meant to each other. I was determined to do my best now though.

      The other girls formed a wall around us, just in case something came by, but no one else showed up. Not any animals, not any other plants, and not Zion or anything under Zion’s control. I was able to kiss Kitten as I pressed into her, listening to the way that she keened and groaned and yowled. She was loud. I had never been with someone as loud as Kitten was.

      Every time I rolled my hips, there was a new sound; a curl of her tail as it wrapped around my waist, and her ears pinned back and flickering with pleasure. She scraped her long claws over my back, hard enough that they left bright red marks behind, and I pressed up into them before pounding into her that much harder.

      Each motion brought us closer together, but it was Kitten who finished first, urged along by the way the sex pollen was affecting her. The flower seemed to be content basking in the heat rolling off of our bodies, its petals curling and flowing in time with my thrusts.

      As soon as Kitten came, I pulled out and back, reaching down and taking hold of my cock in one hand, stroking over myself until I was spilling too, bright white strips of cum curling over my fingers and the curve of my palm, dripping down onto the ground.

      Panting, I rocked backward onto my heels and wiped the mess off of my palm and onto the grass, and even those tendrils seemed to react to the touch, quickly absorbing my seed from where it was curled on the green blades of grass. The grass turned a brighter shade of green where my cum had been smeared on it.

      The flower closed its petals, twisting in on itself, and then retreated into a nearby mass of brush. The world was still and silent once more.

      “I need a moment,” panted Kitten, her eyes closed. The effects of the sex pollen already seemed to be wearing off – but I wholeheartedly agreed with her.

      I needed a moment too. It was just a shame that it wasn’t going to be spent purely with Kitten and no one else.
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      I wasn’t expecting the arms to wrap around me from behind, or the way that Maybe pressed against me, nearly grinding against my back and my shoulders. The red heat was coming back to Kitten’s cheeks, and I realized that in all the places that had turned bright green on the forest floor around us, there were smaller flowers bursting into existence. They were the same color as the big one that had been over us.

      “I saw them growing,” said Maybe. “I think you need to spill inside of her.”

      Kitten spread her legs lewdly, reaching down and tugging the panties of her suit out of the way. “I can’t stand being this hot, Gravity.” She lifted up her hips, trying to inch closer to me. “I need you now, please! Do whatever you need to do, just make me feel better! I forgive you for earlier, I forgive you!”

      I took hold of myself, taking a moment to work myself to full hardness again. It wasn’t actually a chore with two beautiful women around – two women that I loved with everything in me. The way that they pulled at me was purely a gravitational thing, as though the universe itself was reminding me that I was meant to be here with them, that I was meant to stay close to them, to love them, to be around them.

      And in that moment – in that moment, Kitten needed me to do more than just be around her. She needed me to take care of her, to show her that she mattered, and I wasn’t going to hold her leaving against her.

      Maybe batted my hand away, reaching down and taking hold of my cock. Her palm was smooth as it stroked over me, gliding over the heated skin, a thumb swiping over the head of my cock. My body shuddered, a low groan slipping out from between my lips. I reached backward, curling one hand around the back of her neck, trying to pull her around.

      She listened, giving me a kiss that was open-mouthed and all tongue, letting me know that not only did she love me, but also that she approved of everything I was doing and she would happily help if it made Kitten feel better.

      That was good to know. I wanted all of my women to be happy with me and with each other, and I leaned forward, pressing myself back into Kitten and her over-sensitive pussy. She keened, her back arching away from the ground, and though her arms wrapped back around my shoulders, this time the claws didn’t dig in. I was too busy curling over her and setting up a fierce, pounding rhythm to pay much attention to what was happening behind me.

      At least, not until Maybe pressed herself to my back, practically pinning me inside of Kitten so that she and the other woman could kiss beside my head. The sound of their lips sliding against each other only helped boost me into an even higher state of arousal, the heat beneath my skin so bright and burning hot it was nearly enough to kill me.

      I wanted this more than anything – I wanted both women to feel better more than anything!

      After she was done kissing Kitten, Maybe pulled away and settled down at our hips, reaching between us so that she could rub at the nub of Kitten’s clit, the wet sound of skin against skin only doubling. Kitten’s pleasure seemed to double too.

      Before long, the woman was in the throes of her second orgasm. If we were on Earth, the scream that she gave as she came would have been enough to send the birds flying from their trees. But there was nothing and no one around to hear it this time, not outside of our own little group.

      This time, I didn’t pull out of her. I kept going, fucking into her in pursuit of my own orgasm. Maybe pressed open-mouthed kisses against the side of my neck, licking over my skin, sucking and nipping on the base of my ears.

      Kitten threw her arms back over her head, digging her fingers into the grass beneath her and threatening to rip it up each time I pounded into her. When I came, I buried my face in the crook of her neck, whispering adorations against her skin with a fervency that could hardly be compared. I wanted her to know that while sex pollen might have picked the timing, it had nothing to do with how quick I was to agree.

      I loved Kitten just as much as I loved Song Bird and Maybe; she was part of my universe now, and I was trapped within her gravitational pull. I rolled my hips a few more times, just to make sure, and this time when I pulled out, I snapped her panties back in place to catch the cum before it could spill on the ground.

      I hadn’t even noticed the way the flowers were still giving off faint glows of dust, not until the plants curled back up the way their larger counterpart had done previously, and the air became clear once more.

      Kitten let out a loud, chest rattling purr. The sound seemed to go through her whole body, an audible way to tell that she was truly, fully content. It made me smile, and Maybe had to turn away, covering her mouth with both hands to quickly smother a laugh.

      From where they had been standing guard, Finality said, “We should leave this area soon. We do not want the plants to come back.”

      “She’s right,” said Song Bird. “But we shouldn’t go yet either. I think that Kitten’s going to need a bit of time to get her feet back underneath her.”

      Sounding half asleep, Kitten let out a muffled, “Sorry,” and then struggled to pull herself up.

      I helped her the rest of the way to her feet after tucking myself back into my tights, and then I helped lead her through the flower bed and over to the other two girls, Maybe right behind us.

      “No more apologising,” I said. “Not anymore. We’re here now, and we made it here together. We can’t be going at each other’s throats. There’s too much about this planet that we don’t understand. When we realize that there’s a threat, we need to get away from it, and we need to make sure that we keep an eye out for more of these plants.”

      It was a good point.

      Just like we had steered clear of the animals once we found them, we were going to need to do the same thing here. I asked Kitten, “Did you see the flowers before they grabbed you?”

      Kitten shook her head. “There were berries on the bush when I passed through. I went over to see if they were edible or not, and then the vines grabbed me.”

      She looked down at her feet.

      “It was a stupid mistake to make,” said Kitten, clearly angry with herself. “Getting caught in something like that. I don’t understand how I could have –”

      Maybe interrupted, “Because there is nothing like that back on Earth.”

      Finality mused, “The berries are gone now. They must be a lure. Likely, animals eat berries that look similar to them. The plants place them out to draw in herbivores and then are able to get their heat source when the creatures mate. Likely, it was not meant to be harmful to us at all.”

      “It wasn’t harmful,” said Song Bird. “But if we get caught in a permanent loop of fucking out here, we’re going to have an issue. I think it’s better if we just keep going now.”

      “You’re right,” said Finality.

      Kitten asked, “What direction? We have no idea –”

      I put a hand on her shoulder and shook my head. “This way, we’re fairly certain.” I gestured in the direction we had been travelling before we took our detour to fetch Kitten. “I think we know where we’re going now and what we’re supposed to do when we get there.”

      Kitten’s ears pinned back. “Oh.”

      “It’s okay,” said Maybe. She reached out and took hold of Kitten’s hand, tangling their fingers together. Her thumb brushed over the backs of Kitten’s knuckles, and she gave the other woman’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “We only figured it out last night, and only because of – you know. We wouldn’t have been talking about it otherwise.”

      I knew that wasn’t going to make someone like Kitten feel better though, so I tried to just urge everyone along quickly. We took a few more minutes standing there, just to finish regaining our breath, and then I started leading the way through the forest again.

      Now that all of us were together once more, the sound seemed to be stronger. I thought it must have been because I wasn’t subconsciously trying to figure out where Kitten was and to keep track of where she might have been. I wanted to make sure that I was totally focused just on the singular notion of finding the temple.

      The forest was surprisingly just a thin strip, and soon we were completely outside of those strange pine trees. I thought back to when Finality called this planet a patchwork thing, a quilt that was put together by different ecosystems in squares. It was obvious as we exited the forest and stepped straight into a bright, colourful valley.

      There was a large lake in the centre of it. The lake was so big and bright, with such a glassy surface, there was nothing in it but a reflection of the sky. It was like the water was actually a mirror of sorts. The bank of it was glassy and smooth, covered in polished stones that seemed to make up a perfect circle.

      There was a brightness to this whole location.

      Song Bird let out a sigh. “That’s so much better. Look at the air. It’s clear here. No more pollen or dust!”

      “I don’t know if I trust that lake,” said Maybe. “Aren’t there a lot of things that live in the water?”

      Kitten reached down to play with the front of her bottoms. “You can steer clear of the water all you want. I’m excited to have a chance to actually wash myself off after all of that. I need a scrub down. There’s no way that I’m going to take on Zion while I’m crusty.”

      “Could you be any more crude about it?” Song Bird asked, but she was laughing when she did it. “I’ve never heard someone talk the way that you do, Kitten.”

      “I’m just honest,” said Kitten. “If the world doesn’t like it, they can find someone else to save them. Oh wait, there is no one else to save them. Guess everyone is just going to have to put up with my foul mouth.”

      I slung an arm around her shoulder, pulling Kitten up against me. I told her, “I like your foul mouth. And I agree with you. That water is looking pretty clear from here.”

      Finality hummed. “We’ll only know if it’s safe once we get closer to it.”

      Song Bird thought everything over, and then she settled on, “I think that looks like a good place to put up for the night. We need the water anyway, and with all that open ground, we’re going to be able to see everyone coming, no matter which direction they come from.”

      “Unless they come out of the water,” grumbled Maybe.

      I decided to keep the peace by promising, “We won’t set up camp that close to the water. And we’ll still have a watch cycle too so we won’t be caught off guard. Come on, Maybe. Doesn’t it seem like a good time for a rest?”

      Maybe was clearly still uncertain, but her gaze swept over the terrain once more, and she finally relented. “Alright. But I’m not taking first watch.”
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      We did set up by the Mirror Lake, as I’d started to mentally dub it. We didn’t have much time – or maybe we did, there was no telling where Zion was or what happened to him – but we were content to not travel at night. It was because of that severe darkness. Kitten was the only one who would have any chance of seeing like this.

      Either way, Kitten was determined to get a bath out in those waters, and I went with her, both wanting to clean up as well and not wanting her down there on her own. The water had been warm, and best that we could tell, nothing lived in it. Not only was the water totally still, but Kitten couldn’t smell or hear anything near the waters or once we got in them.

      It was odd swimming in something that perfectly reflected my form, my rippled image bleeding into the red and yellow hues of the sky itself. I wanted to know what was on the other side of this veil, and at the same time, I hoped that I never had to know what was actually living and lurking beneath the water.

      We made sure to stay in the shallows of it, not wanting to stray deep enough that any hidden secrets would be able to grab us and pull us beneath. The other three women opted out from taking a bath. In fact, Maybe outright refused to get anywhere near the lake, even to drink from it. We had to bring it up to her in a little pop-out canteen that Song Bird had brought with her, the metal of it giving the water a slightly odd – but perfectly safe – tang.

      So we just made up a little camp, with a little fire, and we sat and watched as the sun went down, draining the light from the lake in the process.

      It was like nothing I had ever seen before, the way that the water turned an almost pitch black, the colour being sapped from it as though someone had pulled a plug down below. And then there was darkness. True to Maybe’s comment earlier in the day, she didn’t take first watch. Instead, Song Bird and I did.

      At first, nothing of note happened.

      The intense darkness above us was unsettling. The fire was the only light that existed, and it flickered and curled through the world, casting strips of light that swirled through the darkness in an odd ambience of light.

      And then Song Bird was next to me, like, really next to me. She leaned against my side, her head resting on my shoulder. I curled an arm around her waist without hesitation, running my fingers over her side, and I asked her, “Are you okay?”

      Song Bird didn’t answer me right away. She reached up and gingerly touched the front of her mask, tracing the cracks that had formed there when we first made impact with the planet after being dropped through the portal. She let out a heavy sigh, and her shoulders bounced when she did.

      “Seriously, “I told her. “I can tell that something’s on your mind. You know that you can talk to me. I might be able to help.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” said Song Bird. “About all of this. Everything that’s already happened. Everything that’s going to happen. I know that we only have a small chance of winning this, Gravity.”

      “You can’t look at it that way,” I started, not wanting Song Bird to give up hope so soon. “I know that things are hard right now, but you have to keep your head up –”

      “No,” she said, pulling away from me. I could only see her in bursts as the flames curled over her skin, casting a strange light against her. Bright shades of yellow and orange that twisted through the air, highlighting her mask in flickers of light.

      “Song Bird,” I tried, but she shook her head again, so I let out a heavy breath and just settled in to wait. Clearly, she had something that she needed to tell me, but she had to take a moment to gather her thoughts.

      That was fine. I understood needing to do that.

      We stayed there for a moment, and I let her think things over.

      Finally, she settled on, “I think it’s only fair if you and I have one last night together.”

      “What?”

      “Toby, our odds aren’t good. It doesn’t matter how determined you are. You have to know that, in your heart, our odds of beating Zion are bad. We don’t even know what’s going to be waiting for us at that temple, and if he’s there or – or anything,” said Song Bird with a shake of her head.

      I just sat there, listening and letting her talk. I kept my hands on my thighs.

      Song Bird continued. “And if that’s how this goes, if we end up dying out here – and the Earth is destroyed – and all of that happens, I want to have one last night with you first. Maybe and Kitten got theirs. It’s only fair that I get mine too.”

      A smile crossed my face, even though there wasn’t really all that much to be smiling about. I leaned forward, using the blasts of light to brush hair away from her face and then to trace the lips that had been carved into the porcelain mask.

      I told her, “Song Bird, I’m never going to turn down a chance at getting to spend time with you.” And then, “You think it’s okay to do that out here, when we’re on watch?”

      “I don’t think the world moves at night,” said Song Bird. “It’s so silent, and it’s so dark. I think that everything simply… stops when the suns set here. And we’re going to be fucking, Gravity, not sleeping. We’ll be fine.”

      “If you say so,” I told her, smiling. My hand dropped to her neck instead, stroking over the curve of her skin, feeling the warmth of it even when I dropped it down, letting my palm curl over the front of her covered breasts.

      I couldn’t tell what her expression was, but I tried to ignore it, using her soft gasps to guide me. I couldn’t see much of her face, anyway, not in this infernal, eternal darkness. I would have been moving blind even if –

      She reached up, and her hands curled against the sides of her mask. I froze. “What are you doing?”

      Song Bird thought about it for a moment, as though she wasn’t totally sure of it herself. Then she finished taking the mask off. There was a solemness to her voice when she told me, “If we’re going to die tonight, I want someone to know who I am. And I’ve never been more known by anyone than you.”

      “Oh.” The word felt like it had been punched out of me, a physical hit to the heart. I couldn’t think of anything else to respond to that, so I simply stared, basking in the revelation of her face through the flickering glow of the firelight.

      Though it was only her face, I still felt as though she was showing me something far more intimate. Song Bird held the mask in her hands for a long moment, just rolling the porcelain between her fingers, flipping it about. And then she said, “I used this one when I first started. I was so scared that I would be recognized on the street. It became a crutch of mine. I stopped taking it off, even when I wasn’t on the beat.”

      “What changed? You had a different one on when we first met,” I said. It had been an eternity symbol, silver and white, so pretty and fitting for someone like Song Bird, unlike this thick, claustrophobia-creating porcelain doll mask.

      Song Bird admitted, “Someone on my team. They reminded me that having something beyond our work was important. That if you lost yourself like this, if you became nothing but a mask, then you would lose the path of righteousness that all heroes had to walk. When I lost my team, I was so scared… I went back to this one. It made me feel shielded. Even if I failed and I couldn’t do anything to help, no one would know that it had been me. That’s what I thought, at least.”

      I didn’t say anything, sensing that not only was she not done, but that this was a super important thing for her to get off of her chest.

      Song Bird continued after a moment. “Then I realized that I was just using it as a crutch again. I need to make hard choices, and that’s – that’s the truth. And we’re losing a lot. But if I stay behind that mask, then I won’t gain anything before we die, and I don’t want that. I don’t want to hold you at arm’s length.”

      That was my cue, I realized, and I moved forward, curling my arms around her shoulders and pulling her in for a tight hug, holding her body close enough against mine that I could feel the warmth against my skin through our clothing.

      “Then don’t,” I told her. “Let me take some of your burden.”

      Song Bird pulled away but only far enough that she could kiss me. There was something desperate about the way that she kissed me, the way that her mouth slammed into my own. It was tongue and teeth but also something else entirely. She wanted to know that this was a moment that meant something.

      It wasn’t a stolen, hasty thing. It wasn’t brought on by anything other than her desire to know me. We paused and glanced around, but the world was still dark and quiet. There was nothing near us and no sign of anything disturbing the peace. The entire time that we had been here, nothing had bothered the water.

      So she pulled her outfit off fully, and I did the same. I could only take her in during the bursts of light when the flames moved in our direction, when the glow of it crossed over the cut of her skin. But I took it in anyway, pressing my mouth to every part of her that I could reach, using my touch to find what felt good instead of my sight.

      Despite her vocal-induced powers, Song Bird was good at being quiet – and whenever she did start to get too loud, I would simply kiss her quiet again, making sure that she knew that I felt the same way.

      She was part of me in a way that I never thought anything ever would be. Song Bird. Kitten. Maybe. They knew me on a level that I didn’t realize even existed; better even, at points, than I knew myself. To let her in like this – to BE let in like this – it made something about the moment seem that much more special.

      I stared into her eyes when I pressed into her, rolling my hips until I was fully inside. The firelight shifted, smoke filtering into the air, and for a moment we were in the pitch dark. I could hear her song drifting and swelling around us, but more importantly than that, I could hear the steady beat of her heart as it thump-thumped inside of me.

      I wanted her.

      She wanted me.

      And she was right. There was a chance that we weren’t going to win, and it was a big one. But Song Bird didn’t realize how much I loved her or the other two girls.

      If there was anything that could be done to save her – to save Kitten and Maybe – to save the world as a whole, I would do it. I would give it up. I would make that choice.

      My universe had expanded and condensed in a matter of weeks. I felt her body quake around me, the sound of sex seemingly loud in the otherwise still night. If it woke up any of the other girls, they said nothing.

      I was glad for that.

      This was a moment that was meant just for the two of us, and no one else.
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            CAVE FIGHTS, BRIGHT LIGHTS, AND MASSIVE MITES

          

        

      

    

    
      We didn’t wait long after the sun came up. The water had reabsorbed the colours of the sky, and the world itself seemed to continue to move again. To my surprise, Song Bird didn’t put her mask back on. She left it laying by the fire pit when we left. None of the others commented on it when we left. Even Finality could tell that this was one of those moments where you simply let it exist, rather than trying to shoehorn it into a conversation.

      The lake grounds were larger than the forest that we passed through before, but they were still just a patch in the greater quilt of the planet. We could see the mountains in the distance, forming out of seemingly nowhere. The stone appeared to be made almost entirely from a type of quartz, and they glittered in the sunlight, turning the stone itself into fire.

      Everything here looked like fire, but the temperature was perfectly moderate; neither hot nor cold, a simple existence that could only be described as quiet.

      It was odd using that to describe more than just the levels of sound, but the whole planet seemed to be a quiet thing. We didn’t have anything to discuss, all of us knowing that our voices could attract predators. And beyond that, we didn’t have anything to say.

      We were marching to a fight that would decide the fate of our world. Or maybe we had already missed the fight. I tried to tell myself that if Zion had won, then Weaver would have already let me know. That if she hadn’t killed us, or blinked us out of existence, or whatever it was that she planned on doing – if that had not happened, then we hadn’t lost yet. We were not going to lose until Zion had won; and Zion wouldn’t win so long as we were alive.

      It was confusing, even to me, but that was almost relaxing. I kept trying to rotate the concept in my head, rolling it around as we walked so that I had some sort of a distraction to focus on. I wondered what the others were thinking about – but again, I didn’t want to ask them and have my voice be what drew in more aka minos or whatever animals might live out here.

      Slowly, the lake valley vanished around us, and we stepped into the next quilted section of the planet, where the ground was rocky, hard, and difficult to traverse. We were getting closer to the mountains, but I knew almost innately that we weren’t going to be crossing over them.

      We stopped near their base. Song Bird broke the silence by asking, “Where are we going from here?”

      I had a hard time not staring at her mouth when she spoke. I wasn’t used to seeing it move at the same time as I heard her voice.

      I told her, “Give me a moment, let me think.”

      I paced about a bit, and yet there was no way that made the song seem louder than the others. I was just about to tell her what I thought – which was that we would just have to flip a coin – when I caught sight of a moth flittering in the distance.

      It had a face on it, and that face belonged to the woman in gold who had come to me and woken me from my portal-induced unconsciousness.

      I knew instantly that it had been sent to help. “This way!”

      I didn’t wait for the others, knowing that they would follow. Instead, I chased after the moth. It led me through the rocks and down a slope. I slipped and skidded my way down, fighting to keep my balance. The others came behind me, close at hand. Still, despite my speed, by the time that I hit the ground on the other side of the slope, the moth was gone.

      It didn’t really matter though, because I could see what it was trying to show me. There was a cave in the base of the mountain itself, marked with a strange symbol carved into the stone.

      I stepped toward it as the others slid down behind me. My thumb brushed over the symbol. “It’s the cube.”

      Kitten asked, “What cube?”

      Maybe filled her in on the golden cube and the legend of the temple. While they talked, Finality came to join me. She had a grave expression on her face. “I know that there will be creatures within this cave. Do you see, in the tunnel, those smears of colour?”

      I hadn’t even looked into the cave yet, too busy focusing on the cube sign. But when I looked, I realized that she was right. There were indeed patches of colour inside the cave tunnel.

      Well, that wasn’t a good way to describe it. The colours were all shades of green and brown, though they gave off faint glows of light. They appeared to be made from some sort of moss – something else that I found a little bit strange.

      I asked her, “What’s it mean?”

      “Te fu moss,” said Finality. “It’s harmless to us, no toxins unless we eat it. But it’s the main source of food for nettle mites. If this cave system didn’t have nettle mites in it, then the walls would be fully covered in the te fu moss; it grows fast and is known to be a wall devourer.”

      I nodded. “And nettle mites are, let me guess, super dangerous.”

      “They are known to be devourers as well,” said Finality with a grave nod of her head. “They are blind, but their hearing is excellent. And their bodies have a great armour naturally grown upon them. If we encounter them, then it will be a terrible fight.”

      “We have to go through either way,” I said. “All we can do is try to be careful and make sure that we’re looking out for each other.”

      It was true, and we did have to make our way into the tunnels. The heat was gone. The moderate temperature should have been gone too, since the sun was blocked away. But no matter how far from the entrance we went, the air temperature stayed the same.

      The glowing moss was enough to keep even my normal human eyes seeing fine in the darkness. I thought that it was a little strange, but you know what? I was on an alien planet, in the middle of the end of the world. I just had to keep going and see what happened.

      What happened was this: our tunnel turned out to end in a cliff. The cliff overlooked a lake basin, which was absolutely filled with te fu moss. The hollow had the glowing plant on all sides of it and the bottom, casting it in the same brightness that a campfire or a particularly strong flashlight might have. It would have been a welcome relief, if not for the fact that it appeared to be the nesting grounds for the nettle mites.

      Large egg sacks were pressed to the walls; the eggs themselves were large, about the size of my torso, sitting in heaps that had a fine, sticky sort of substance over the top of them, holding them together. Each heap of eggs had about six of them gathered into one spot, and there were almost fifty heaps in the hollow.

      Thankfully, it seemed that only one nettle mite was left in charge of protecting the nest. Unfortunately, that nettle mite was larger than a walrus. It looked almost like a normal mite, only it had been magnified to a huge size. It must have weighed at least three thousand pounds.

      Just like Finality said, the nettle mite must have been completely blind. It didn’t even seem to have any eyes on it. But the outside carapace appeared to be some sort of armour, thick enough that even I could tell that a sword wouldn’t be able to make any dent in it. I wasn’t entirely certain that my meteor hammer would be able to do damage to it.

      We needed to be smart about this.

      I lifted up a hand, pressing my finger to the front of my mouth and signalling that we needed to be quiet. There was an opening on the far side of the cavern, which appeared to lead straight into the outside world, rosy red and yellow sunlight casting in through the opening. Where it hit the stone, no te fu moss grew.

      We weren’t going to be able to get through this without a fight. I took just a few steps forward, and the nettle mite moved to look in my direction. It had massive antennae which it used to feel the air in front of it.

      I pointed at the exit and then mimed running. The others gave me a nod, signalling that they understood. Even if they didn’t right then, I figured that once I took off in a sprint, they would get the gist of it.

      I hit the ground with a slight thump and took off running – the sound of my boots hitting the stone echoing through the cavern. The nettle mite noticed me instantly. The massive creature reared up on its back end, striking out with massive clawed feet at the air in front of it. There was a massive mouth on its belly with great big chomping fangs in it.

      The nettle mite screamed. I struck out with my meteor hammer, but it hit the side of the nettle mite’s armour and simply bounced off. Even the osmandium wasn’t enough to break that shell!

      Thankfully, I wasn’t alone. The girls were at my back in an instant, trying to help me strike out at the beast. Even Finality fought alongside us, but it didn’t matter. Every hit that we made seemed to bounce straight off of the beast.

      And then I had an idea. “Maybe,” I shouted. “I’m going to send it flying to you. Stab it in the underbelly!”

      “Right!” Maybe braced herself.

      I used my meteor hammer to slam the spiked ball into the side of the nettle mite, lifting it into the air. It went straight at Maybe. She jumped up, and I used my control over gravity to alter the flow of it around her, allowing her to jump higher than a human should have been able to do.

      She slammed her sword into the soft underbelly of the nettle mite, ripping it downward. Bright green blood spilled onto the ground. The nettle mite screamed, and they both hit the ground separately. The nettle mite landed on its back, kicking its legs and screeching.

      I twirled the meteor hammer by the chain and brought it down onto the sensitive underbelly of the creature the moment that Maybe was out of the way.

      It crushed the bug, just the way that it was meant to. An explosion of green blood and bug guts was sent through the air. Kitten barely got out of the way before it hit her.

      We didn’t wait to see if any other nettle mites were coming or to congratulate each other, knowing that if we got stuck in a herd of those creatures, we would never make it out alive. And they might have been blind, but the dead nettle mite had been loud when it screamed. There was no way it hadn’t alerted the rest of its herd.

      Any moment now, a blast of insects could be coming through, ready to devour us.

      We couldn’t let that happen. Instead, as a singular unit – a team, a family, a woven together universe – we hurried toward the hole in the wall.

      I stopped on the inside of it, ushering the girls out first to make sure that none of them were left behind or injured by something creeping up behind us.

      I was right, it led directly outside – letting us out onto a narrow strip of cliff face overlooking a vast expanse of glittering stone, which formed a plateau. And there it was. The ruins that we had been looking for.

      Finally, we were here.
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      The ruins seemed vast and endless, with golden structures and half fallen down buildings. There were remnants of statues that had been worn down by something – not weather, but something else. I could tell that they had been standing here for a long, long time – and these were what we had been looking for.

      The ruins.

      The ruins of a kingdom that had died out long ago and yet were still in charge of this reality; that were still in charge of the threat that we were getting ready to face. Together, we were going to face it. Even Kitten had joined us again.

      “This is it,” I told them, taking a deep breath.

      Finality asked, “How are we going to find it?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Let’s just start by getting down there to the ruins themselves. We’ll figure it out on the way.”

      The others agreed to come with me, and we made our way down the slope, careful not to fall. It was a steep slide, and the last thing that we needed was to fall down here and break something right before getting to the temple.

      Who knew what was waiting for us there? I didn’t want to be leading us straight into an assault by Zion, but – I knew that we couldn’t wait around and see whether he was down there first. There was no way to do any reconnaissance on this. All we could do was try and work with whatever was waiting here.

      With any luck, we would get there first.

      We made our way down the slopes. At the base of them, I realized that there was heat against my chest. Maybe pointed out, “It’s that necklace you found!”

      The skull pendant around my neck was half the size of my palm and flat on one side. It appeared to be made out of a strange crystal, which exuded a very faint light from it, not quite like the stars but similar enough to make it stand out as an interesting object.

      The chain that it was attached to was made from the black alien metal that refused to absorb or reflect any light. And right now, the pendant was glowing. It was a faint light, but it was undeniably golden. We had found it on the coast shortly before finding Finality. The necklace had been a gift to me by Weaver, I thought, though she had neither confirmed nor denied it.

      I had honestly forgotten all about it.

      Finality asked, “Why is it glowing?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. I walked toward her to show her the pendant, but the light grew more dim.

      Kitten grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me backward to the original spot I had been standing at. It grew brighter. “It’s telling us where to go.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Okay, that’s good, right? That’s good.”

      We moved through the start of the ruins quickly after that, following the glow of the skull. It would get brighter if we were going in the right direction and dimmer if we were going the wrong direction, our path twisting through the ruins. The stones kicked up clouds of what could only be described as gold dust, plumes of glittering metal at our feet as we moved through the buildings.

      Above us, the twin suns seemed to have quit moving. We entered a building that had a strange glass roof on it. The roof itself appeared to be blocking the radiant light of the twin suns. Though it was a glass roof and thus you could see through it, there was still a strange, faint shadow that seemed to have fallen over the place, as though the glass had been treated with something.

      The building was long, a near endless hallway. As we went, I realized that there was a slight decline. “We’re going into the ground.”

      “He’s right,” said Kitten.

      Song Bird shook her head. “I don’t like this, but I don’t think that we’ve got a choice. We just have to keep going.”

      “I know,” I said. “I just… I don’t know. I didn’t think we would be going under the ruins. I thought…”

      I didn’t know what I thought.

      “It’s quiet, right?” I asked. “No one hears Zion?”

      Kitten’s ears twitched. If anyone would be able to hear the man, it would be her. She didn’t seem to hear anyone. Maybe there just wasn’t anyone.

      “No. We should be the only ones down here. At least in this area,” said Kitten. “If that changes, I’ll let you know.”

      I gave her a nod in thanks. The skull necklace suddenly flashed brightly and began to levitate. It floated out in front of me, several inches away from my chest. I said, “I think this means we’re on the right track.”

      We hurried along, picking up the pace as we headed down the slope. The glass ceiling was no longer visible above us. The hallway appeared to be made entirely of gold. It let the light bounce off of the top of the walls in a way that would have been dazzling under any other circumstances.

      The decline ended abruptly in a room that was ten by ten at the most. The ceiling was covered in an etching that could only be described as the universe. The stars and the planets were cut into the golden stone and bled down onto the walls of the building.

      After the stars faded out, the gold was etched to resemble the world. That’s when I realized that this was what the planet was meant to be.

      “They cultivated it,” said Song Bird, coming to the same conclusion as me. “They must have spent hundreds of years cultivating this planet so it would resemble – everything.

      The lake valley, the mountains, the grassy knolls, and the deserts. Everything that could have been found on a planet was located there for us to see.

      And at the very centre of it all, in the middle of the double suns, there was a place for the skull to be.

      Taking a step forward, I changed the gravity of the world around me, just in a small bubble, so I could lift off the ground. I didn’t use my ability to fly very often. It always made me feel a little bit more unsteady than anything else.

      But the indention on the wall was so high up, there was no other way I could do it. That meant that the people who used to live here were either massive or they could fly as well. I thought back to the woman in gold from my dreams, but I wasn’t sure if she had been flying or not. There wasn’t really anything that we could have been standing on, so it was impossible to tell.

      I stopped in front of the indention, and I placed a hand on the side of the wall. I looked down at the others. “We’re doing this, right?”

      “Whatever is in there, there’s no way that Zion could have gotten it,” said Song Bird. “But your dream source seems to think that we need it. So go for it.”

      And I did.

      I took a deep breath, and then I unhooked the necklace from around my throat. Then I took the pendant in hand. The glow was now so bright, I could barely look at it. The skull slotted perfectly into the indention. For a second, nothing happened. But then the light flared brighter, and the golden glow spread through all of the etchings until the whole room had been lit up.

      I dropped back down onto the ground and not a moment too soon. With a massive rumbling, the floor beneath us began to lower, like a very slow elevator. And then it was not so slow at all, but incredibly fast. The walls whizzed past us so quickly that they appeared to blur around us, the colour turning into streaks of light as we went.

      And when it stopped, there was not so much as a sound there, just total silence and a perfect stop. There was not even a jarring feeling. But there was a set of heavy golden stone doors in front of us. They appeared to have no handles and no way to open. I took a breath and lifted up my hand.

      “I’m going to open this. Be ready to attack,” I told them. “We don’t know what’s on the other side.”

      “I know,” said Maybe. She drew her sword. “We’re going to make this work. Whatever is on the other side, we can handle it.”

      So I took a deep breath and used my magic powers to slowly pull the doors open. They were so heavy that it took a lot of force on my end, my teeth gritting together – but then the doors opened revealing… another room.

      It was almost identical to the room above us, though the markings were upside down so that the plants and mountains were carved into the walls, with the lake at the centre, and then the stars took up the majority of the walls and continued down over the floor.

      But more stunning than the actual carvings was the fact that there was a massive portal in the room. It looked almost exactly like the one the Big Leaguers had been using – which made sense, considering Celestial was one of their ranks. A fancy crystal structure stood at the centre of the room that served as a portal. It appeared to be directly over top of one of the galaxies that was carved into the floor, so I could only assume that it was meant to belong to that galaxy. As in, whatever we were about to run into, it was in that spot on the map.

      Gold light ran through the centre of the portal, almost like a film. There was a square at the direct centre of the portal. I reached into the bag on my waist and pulled out the cube. The square was made of a glittering copper element, and it was smooth all the way around.

      I walked over to the portal, holding the cube between both of my hands, and then held it up. I paused just before pressing it into the opening, and I looked over my shoulder at the others.

      “We all agree about this, right? This is the door that I needed to unlock?” I asked, trying to keep the nerves out of my voice.

      “Yes,” said Song Bird. “This has got to be it.”

      Finality said, “We need to see what’s on the other side of the portal. If you were given both of these keys, then there’s no reason for us to not use them.”

      I took a deep breath. She was right.

      This was what we had to do. We had to see what was on the other side of the portal. I just hoped that it was going to do for us a lot better than the last one that we went through. With any luck, I wouldn’t have to go on another scavenger hunt.

      I pressed the cube into the opening in the wall, and it fit perfectly. The cube clicked. Bright golden light flooded the room. There was no hesitation, no choice, and no time to second-guess ourselves.

      This whole room was the portal, and we were in it.
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            MAGIC THREADS FINALLY COME TOGETHER

          

        

      

    

    
      When the golden light finally cleared, there was a brightness left in the air, as though it hadn’t dissipated so much as it had turned into a scattering of particles that were clinging to the wind. It wasn’t the same as pollen, it was smaller and lighter, like flour that had been caught on a strong and unseen wind. The room itself was gone, and we were standing outside on a platform that hovered in the middle of the air.

      We were not in space. Rather, this world was entirely white. The only thing in this white void was the dust, the platform, and the structure that was sitting on top of the platform. The structure was made of pure gold but looked as though it might have just been built yesterday.

      It resembled an Arabian palace, with ballooning structures on top of the towers and incredible carvings on the building. The outside depicted the creation and destruction of universes, showing every theory from the big bang to the big rip. The doors were just as massive as those in the elevator, only when I approached them, they seemed to resonate with a single, long note. I could tell that no one else heard it because Kitten’s ears weren’t so much as twitching.

      The doors swung inward revealing a room that was covered in strange murals. It was the first glint of colour that we had seen in a long time. I’d never seen colours that looked like this before. They were the brightest tones and the clearest hues, and the white of the void shined in through them despite the fact that the walls outside were fully solid.

      We stepped into the temple as a group. There were two other doors which led into sections of the building that shouldn’t exist. The temporal connection between the room and the space that it should be inhabiting didn’t match.

      The inside of the room looked like it was meant to be a place of worship, but also one of rest. There were solid benches in the aisles, as though people had once chosen to sit in here and marvel at the artwork, and a strange structure at the far end that hurt my eyes to look at; the structure seemed to somehow be there and be nowhere all at once.

      Averting my gaze from the front of the room, I went over to one of the murals instead, staring up at the artwork. I was stunned by what I saw.

      There were two people. One was a man with pitch black eyes and stars in them. Those were the eyes of Galactic, who had been one of the biggest villains in the state. I had been there when he died, when he had just taken his last breath and vanished from existence.

      And I had been there when the woman in the murals with him had died too. Her eyes were black and filled with the galaxies, and her black hair ran down her back in loose waves, so long that it pooled on the floor around her. She wore a simple black bikini top and an Egyptian-style skirt on the bottom; sarong in nature, held in place with elegant silver curves that looped up over her stomach. When I had met her, there were silvery scars over her body, but right now, there was nothing.

      Song Bird moved to join me. They all knew that I felt a great guilt over this woman. I had been desperate, trying to save her, but Zion had done her too much damage by the time we located her. She had given me her powers, just as her twin brother had a week before.

      And then she had died, and I had been forced to leave her body behind, in the ashes, in the dark, where no one would ever find her. And what had happened to Galactic? He was gone by the time Maybe found me. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone had taken him, the Obits maybe, in an attempt to harvest any power that had not been transferred to me.

      “It’s them,” I said. “What are they doing here?”

      “It’s not just them,” said Maybe. “Look at this. These are heroes too, and there are others in this room that just… have those same eyes. The stars in them. Galactic –”

      She didn’t even need to finish the question. I whipped off my mask and threw it aside, using one finger to tug down my lower lid. Song Bird leaned over, looking at my eyes with a critical gaze, and then dropped back flat onto her feet and shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Okay, so. Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” I asked.

      Finality moved from one mural to the next before she decided, “This must be what you are attempting to seek. We are in a celestial temple.”

      “This doesn’t look like the celestial temple that Weaver took me to,” I said.

      Finality stopped in front of the object at the front of the room. Every time she tried to look at the structure, her gaze would be jerked back down to the ground, almost against her will. “Because this is a temple of universe.”

      “And that is?” Song Bird asked.

      Kitten insisted, “What did we say about sharing with the class, huh? No secrets, and no more getting to say that you just didn’t think about it earlier.”

      The corners of Finality’s mouth twitched, though she didn’t seem to be fully willing to smile. Then she shook her head. “Look at this, as much as you are able to. Do you see how it is everything?”

      Maybe moved to stand beside her. She didn’t seem capable of staring at the object either. “What is it?”

      “This is the source of the magic that Gravity wields,” said Finality.

      “My magic?” I didn’t move to stand with them. I couldn’t look away from the mural of Galactic and Celestial. They looked like they were happy in it. I had never seen them happy before. Galactic had always been someone that I looked upon with fear, and Celestial was someone who I had only seen in her dying moments.

      Song Bird said, “What do you know about it and about this temple?”

      “I know that this is a temple of universal magic,” explained Finality. “It is why Zion was so focused on destroying Celestial and Galactic.”

      My head snapped toward her. “You knew about that?”

      “I was his right-hand man, his most trusted ally,” said Finality, a brittleness in her voice. “I knew what he was doing, I simply felt as though it was worth it. For my brother.”

      Kitten made a sound in the back of her throat.

      Song Bird was quick to urge her along. “No, come on. Tell us about the temple. That’s the only thing that matters right now. Everything else is literally behind us and in the past. It might as well never have happened.”

      “She’s right,” I said, though turning away from the mural pained me in a way that was almost physical. “There’s nothing that we can do here that would make a difference in how life ended for Celestial and Galactic. The only thing that’s important in the here and now is figuring out how we ended up here, and what we’re supposed to do here.”

      “Right,” said Kitten, her ears flicking back a little bit as though she was being scolded. “You’re right.”

      “I know,” I said, a little smug despite myself. I waved a hand at Finality, bidding her to continue.

      She took a moment to gather her thoughts again, and then she nodded and turned back to the object before her the best that she could. “Celestial and Galactic were the current guardians of the Universal Magic, which now resides in Toby. As they were twins, they were unable to perform the ceremony needed to unlock the final bit of power. This meant that their power could never solidify into the singular unit that controlled the universal base.”

      “What’s a universal base?” Maybe asked.

      “I don’t know,” admitted Finality. “I know that the guardians were said to be chosen at random, and that for as long as humanity had existed, there had been a human who guarded this magic. Sometimes only one person, sometimes two. Sometimes they could unlock it, but other times, something blocked the power from being combined into a singular source.”

      “But now I have both of those sources,” I said, holding up my hands. I didn’t look toward the shifting structure at the front. I didn’t like the way that it looked, the sliding shift of itself as it faded in and out of reality.

      “Exactly,” said Finality. “And this temple, it is where the magic comes from. This is where the magic… is born but also where it is amplified. I had no idea that it would be through that door. No one has ever been here before save the guardian of that magic itself.”

      “A lot of people have space powers,” said Maybe. “This is nothing against Gravity –”

      “Just call me Toby. I don’t know that there’s any reason to use names out here. I don’t need your names, you all have given me enough as it is. But I want you all to use my name,” I said.

      Finality tilted her head to the side as though to ask if I meant her as well. I nodded my head.

      Maybe said, “Well, like I was saying. This is nothing against Toby. He’s amazing. We all know that he’s amazing.” My cheeks warmed. “But there are other supers that have space powers.”

      “But they have a power,” corrected Song Bird. “I’ve never seen someone able to do as much as Toby can.”

      “That is because he holds within himself the power of the galaxies and also the power of the universe,” said Finality. “And it would seem that we are here so you can wake it up.”

      “What does that mean, though? The powers of the universe! Unless that’s going to give me the chance to weave things and just pull Zion out of existence, I don’t see how that’s going to help,” I snapped at her. “And while we’re on the subject of that, I don’t see how it’s going to help that we’re here either!”

      “These murals don’t tell us anything,” agreed Song Bird, sounding disheartened.

      Finality looked upset. She said, “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you anything more than that. I only know what the scholars of my world felt fit to teach me. It was my job to know a little about much, not much about a little.”

      Because she was a warrior, but she was also a princess. And she had been on Zion’s side, but also on ours. Finality was a dual image, a start and an end, something that seemed to mirror the fluctuating form of the object at the end of the room.

      I stepped toward her suddenly, asking, “I don’t have to touch that thing, do I?”

      Kitten’s ears went flat against her skull. “There’s no way that I’m letting you touch that thing. I don’t care what anyone tries to tell you. It’s bad news.”

      “Yes,” said Finality. “Kitten is right. Please do not touch it. I do not know the name of this item, but I know that it exists within a flux. If you were to fall into that flux as well, then you would never come back out of it. You would simply be trapped here, endless yet ended, existing yet with no existence.”

      “I don’t want that,” I said.

      Frustration creeping into her voice, finally Song Bird said, “So what the hell are we here for? All these clues that Weaver has been leaving for us, and they said that we needed to be here, in this place! If there’s nothing actually here, then what are we supposed to do?”

      I didn’t know. No one seemed to know. The mood in the room took a sharp downward shift.

      That’s when a voice from one of the doors nearby said, soft and sweet, “I might be able to help with that, if you’re all done talking.”
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            NYMPHS AND A UNIVERSAL JOINING

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d only seen elves in pictures for anime and comics, but there was absolutely no doubt in my mind that was what this woman was. She looked like a wisp, standing there with nothing to her, like a strong gust of wind could blow her away. Her long silver hair hung down nearly to her ass, and she wore the same gauzy clothing that Weaver did. It didn’t hide anything of her nude form and seemed to be purely aesthetic, to make her slight form seem willowy and voluminous.

      Dark black lines curled artfully over her otherwise pure white skin. These were the only splashes of colour on her. Even her eyes were milky white, with no pupil to be seen. Her lips reminded me of death, and I had the terrible thought that it would be like kissing a corpse, to press our mouths together.

      The woman gave us a smile, though there was something terribly stilted about it. She took hold of the gauze hanging over her, and she stepped forward carefully, as though she were afraid that moving too fast might set us off.

      Understandable, considering the way that Kitten had dropped into an attack stance, all of her claws extended at the sight of her. The door behind the woman was open, but it seemed to lead into pure whiteness rather than another portion of the golden temple.

      I frowned at her, asking, “Who are you?”

      “Humans are always so funny, needing to know the name of everyone that they meet. Did you know it was a human who found me? It was a human who gifted me with my name. The very first to bear the cross of our power.”

      She flitted across the room, her steps almost like a dancing sort of glide. It was like watching someone do ballet, though she did not seem to be trying to put on a show. She stopped in front of a portrait of a young woman, bare, with her wild hair frizzing out in all directions and a mass of scars on her body, along with countless bangles of golden jewellery and the same black, star-filled eyes as Galactic.

      “She called me Yun, and so I have been Yun ever since. You may call me Yun as well, or another name if you prefer.” She turned to smile at us, and there was something bright and uplifting about the way that she gestured toward the doors. “I was their guide through the temple. If you will let me, I will be your guide as well.”

      “You aren’t angry that more than just Toby is here?” Finality questioned, and the energy around her fingers finally blitzed out of existence. I realized that they had all been ready to fight on my behalf. Even Maybe, who did not like violence, was ready and willing to strike out with her sword.

      They only lessened their posture and relaxed when Yun shook her head. “No. You are hardly the first to come here with companions, Toby Gray. In fact, I have many who show up within the folds of these halls, bringing with them family and loved ones. That is the glorious thing about humanity. It is… filled with warmth.”

      She was right.

      Humans were special in the way that they formed their connections, and the bonds that I had formed with my girls over these trials had been like nothing else.

      I asked her, “What am I doing here, Yun? Are you going to help me defeat Zion?”

      “I do not know a Zion,” admitted Yun. “I only know those in my temple and you, Toby Gray. Only those who are meant to gain access to true power. You have brought your own loved ones with you, so you will need little help from myself and my sisters in the ritual. I must say, I’m disappointed! You’re much cuter than the last guardian to gain full universal control.”

      “What does any of that mean?” I asked, unable to keep the frustration out of my voice. “I’ve spent all this time playing games! Weaver not telling me what was going on, no idea where Zion is or what he’s even trying to do, and now this!” I flung my arms out to the sides. “I’ve tried to put it all together, but I’m done making wild guesses. Everyone wants me to save the world, but it’s about time that someone tells me how!”

      “You’re right,” said Yun. “I will tell you how. Follow me.”

      She led the way through the door and into the white space. I followed her without hesitation. Kitten, Song Bird, and Maybe hurried after me. Finality hesitated though, like she wasn’t sure whether she should join or not. It was only her discomfort that finally had her stepping through the white space.

      The world pulsed around us, the white clinging to us like an impossible heft for a moment, and then on the second step, we were transported into another room entirely.

      This room was built with white walls, like moonstone, where it shimmered only if you turned your head this way or that. I thought it was lovely but then realized that we were on the top of an indented podium. A set of steps wrapped around the entire room, in the shape of a square, and led down into a hollow.

      The stage, for that was the only name that I could think to call it, appeared to be made from a fully reflective surface. I didn’t think it was glass. More like someone had polished silver marble to the point where it was able to reflect the light from above – and there was, in fact, light coming in from above.

      The night sky was visible through a large atrium-style roof, despite the fact that there had been no visible sky when we were on the platform outside of the temple. Now, the moon rested above us. Well, it was a moon. I knew that it wasn’t the moon from Earth, but still.

      As I watched it, the moon seemed to be drifting through all of the cycles. An uneasiness filled me. “Is time passing that quickly?”

      “No,” said Yun, moving to stand beside me. “Time does not pass within this temple, and it does not end. You must ignore the moon for now. Here, meet my sisters instead.”

      I wasn’t sure where they came from, but suddenly there were four other women in the room, with that long silver hair and the black paintings on their limbs.

      They didn’t say anything to us, but they flitted about, one girl latching onto the arm of each of my companions. They were dressed just the same as Yun, with gauzy clothing that left nothing hidden from the prying eye.

      I nodded at them. “We can trust them.”

      And without saying anything, my companions were spirited off by these elf-like women, pulled through doors that I swear had not been there a moment before.

      I asked, “Where are they going?”

      “My sisters will get them ready for the ceremony. And I will ready you.” She brought me through another door, white and then not, and into a simple room. The room in question had a single bench, with gauzy, silver fabric draped over the end of it.

      I said, “Right, I get that. But what does it mean?”

      She picked up the gauzy robes and handed them to me. “You will let your universe collide beneath the moon, and as the cycle of the world passes over you, through you, and within you, then the upcycle of the universe will be revealed. And in this cycle, you will find the final power of universal magic.”

      “I’m going to do… What?”

      Yun smiled, amused. “Sleep with your lovers. That is the juncture of humanity. A joining of physical and emotional bonds. You are going to find unity within your own universe. Only then will you find it in ours.”

      Suddenly, it made sense. The pull that I felt toward the girls, it was because I had done exactly that. I had adopted them into my own world, putting them in a place where I could not live without them.

      Carefully, quickly, excitedly, I stripped down and changed into the clothing that was given to me. Nothing was hidden from view in these robes. I was led back into the main podium and out onto the reflective surface. Not long after that, Maybe, Kitten, and Song Bird were walked out.

      Finality was nowhere to be seen, but I knew that she was safe. I smiled at them, crossing over the reflective surface as I offered them my hand. The elves seemed to vanish, flitting back to wherever they had originally been hiding – even Yun left, so it was just the four of us.

      “You’re all okay with this, right?” I asked, brushing my fingers through Maybe’s hair.

      She answered me by kissing me, deep and passionate, and the other two girls converged on me as well. I wasn’t sure what did it. The reflective light that pulsated around us or the cycle of the moon above, but that winding pull in my heart seemed to reach a greater strength than it ever had before.

      Kitten shrugged the robes off, revealing her bare skin. She was the most scarred of all three girls and the one that I had been with the least. I moved to her, for the first time able to trace my fingers over the curves of her old wounds and press kisses to the scars on her shoulder where something had burned her in the past.

      Song Bird pressed against the small of my back, her tits to my skin, her arms around my waist. “I don’t know about them, but I can’t think of a reason why we wouldn’t be good with this.”

      “She’s right.” Maybe stepped up to my side, running her hand over the curve of my ribs. “Toby, all you’ve done since we met you is take care of us and take care of other people. So let us take this moment to take care of you.”

      I found myself pushed down, all three of the women seemingly of the same mindset. When I hit my back, I lifted myself up onto one arm and then caught hold of Maybe with another, kissing her, pressing an open-mouthed kiss to the curve of her neck, mouthing at her skin, scraping teeth and tongue over absolutely everything that I could reach.

      Above us, the moon cycle continued, spinning, and the reflective surface beneath us acted almost as a disco ball, casting the room into a strange light. As our actions got more frantic, fingers pressing between legs and tongues curling over tits, the light began to flash even faster, like a spell.

      This was what they had been talking about. Our universe was big, but we had formed a smaller one, the four of us. Points of connection where we had pulled toward each other, places where we were meant to live within the same atmosphere and then even closer.

      I thought there was a light within this point, and I could see it, almost within our reach. And then, while Kitten was riding me, while Song Bird and Maybe were making out over top of me, I realized that I really was seeing that light.

      It was getting brighter. The moon above us was spinning faster, passing through its cycles like a top that had just been given a particularly good twist. And as the light grew, so did the pleasure beneath my skin. Kitten braced her hands on my chest, using it for leverage as she fucked herself harder, faster, her mouth hanging open as she wailed.

      I grabbed at her hip with one hand and reached up with the other, trying to touch both Maybe and Song Bird at the same time. I needed them all close to me right now.

      When I came, that light consumed us all, like a flash bang going off – and then – there was nothing.
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      I wasn’t surprised to wake up in the void of space, far above and away from everything. I could see the Lunar Temple in the distance, high above me, and I thought that maybe I was supposed to go there – but instead, there was just a hand on my shoulder, and when I turned around, I found myself staring down at Weaver.

      She had skin made from the moonlight and hair of the sun. A third eye sat in the middle of her forehead, pure white but not blind. Dark black lines curled artfully over her otherwise pure white skin. She was completely nude, and from her back burst large lunar moth wings, green and soft in colour. When she looked at me, a smile landed on her face.

      “I’m glad you found my keys,” said Weaver.

      “Why am I here?” I asked.

      “For a gift,” said Weaver. “I could not give it to you before.”

      “A gift.”

      “Yes.”

      She stepped toward me without elaborating and moved to cup both of my cheeks within her hands. Her thumbs swiped beneath my eyes, over sensitive skin, and her fingers slid back, over my face, to comb through my hair.

      And then she did the strangest thing. She pressed a kiss to my forehead.

      There was a humming. It was in my bones, my veins, my muscles – and a dizziness washed through me, sending me staggering to the side, trying to reach out with one hand and catch myself. But there was nothing to grab hold of, and I tumbled down onto my ass.

      You would think that since I had been standing up there on the nothing just fine, I would have been able to simply thump down onto my ass and carry on with things. But instead, I found myself plummeting down, down, down into nothing. The worlds passed around me. Constellations that glimmered and twisted, warping, flashing past in this bright barrel of light – and with each one, Weaver grew more distant.

      I screamed, but there was no sound to come out. Weaver stood above me, watching me go. There was almost sadness in the look on her face. I realized that she wasn’t alone. There was a shadow behind her, something that was almost shaped like another person, something with massive moth wings.

      Could that have been Zion behind her?

      I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know what was happening. And then I couldn’t see them, and I was in space, alone, lurching down, down, down into something that I couldn’t understand, into something that I couldn’t see.

      The stars glinted around me, and then they were gone, and it was the opposite of the white void that the universal temple had been in. There was nothing but blackness around me.

      A song swelled up into existence. It was the conjoined music of my girls. They were calling out to me, trying to pull me toward them, guiding me, and I turned, remembering that I could control this descent with my powers – I flung myself downward, trying to use my gravity magic to propel myself forward.

      I realized that this must have been a test more than anything, throwing myself toward the music. I drove myself forward, after the music, and I let them guide me home.

      There was a beat of my heart, and then I was back in my body. But it felt like I had been dropped there from a great distance. The three women were standing around me, looking at me with the greatest concern.

      When I opened up my eyes, Maybe all but collapsed against Song Bird. “He’s okay!” And then, “You’re okay!”

      “I have an awful headache,” I said. “But I’m fine. Someone help me up?”

      “Your eyes,” said Song Bird. She helped me up and then stepped forward. One hand curled around the back of my head and the other reached up, tugging at my lower eyelid.

      “What’s wrong with them?” I asked.

      “They have the stars in them,” said Song Bird.

      I asked, “Like Celestial?”

      I couldn’t keep the slight hope out of my voice. But Song Bird shook her head and stepped backward. “Like Galactic.”

      “Oh.” My heart sank a little bit, but I tried to remind myself that Galactic had been a villain but hadn’t started that way, and that if someone had just given him the help that he needed, it wouldn’t have been an issue.

      “I like them,” said Kitten decisively. “Where did you go?”

      “Did I actually leave?” I questioned, having never thought of it before.

      Song Bird waggled a hand through the air in a so-so motion. She explained, “It’s like you turned into the object that we saw at the entrance to the temple. You were here with us, but you weren’t. Where did you go?”

      “I went to see Weaver. She said that she gave me a gift. I thought that it would be the final power, but that can’t have been it,” I said with a shake of my head. “Because Celestial and Galactic had these eyes, and they weren’t able to obtain their final power.”

      “That’s because,” said Yun from the top of the stairs, “they were not willing to give their powers up. To obtain the final power, you must contain both halves. You must come here, and though the guardians were once two, they must become one.”

      “And then you have to find the centre of your universe and absorb it,” I said. “And the centre of my universe is Kitten, Song Bird, and Maybe.”

      Yun nodded. “That’s correct.”

      “So… What are the eyes?” I asked.

      “A gift,” said Yun. “Though I know little about them. You will find their purpose when the time is right.”

      “What did I say about not having any more riddles?” I groused.

      She said, “I know. But some must happen.”

      “Ugh. Fine.” I only said that because I knew that she wasn’t going to actually tell me, no matter how much I fought and fussed over it. “Fine! What about the power, the universe that I just unlocked?”

      “You must go now,” said Yun. “I will see you out.”

      She turned and started walking toward the door that we had originally come through. There was no moon above us. I was frustrated but didn’t want to risk getting stuck in here. Our clothes were sitting by the door, and we were only given enough time to hastily change before stepping through the white void again.

      Finality was standing in the mural room where a new image had impossibly been added to the wall already. She had an odd look on her face. The image was of me, with my star-filled eyes. I had four light bursts behind me, each one in a different colour: white, purple, blue, and red.

      “Finality,” I said.

      She turned to me. Her mouth twisted into a smile, eyes pulling into something happy – and then the expression faded away as the others came rushing out behind me.

      Yun herded us to the door, not even giving us a chance to try and get Finality caught up on what had happened. I glanced at the strange flickering object at the front of the room right before we left – and then came to a sudden stop, surprised by the fact that the object was now standing perfectly still.

      I gasped.

      Song Bird asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “Don’t you see that?” I asked her, gesturing at the object. “It’s still now!”

      Maybe said, “No it’s not.

      “It must be the stars in your eyes,” said Finality. “Allowing you to see even the between of the reality you walk through. What does it look like?”

      “It’s a structure, abstract. It looks… like everything,” I said, not sure what else to say. “Like eternity wrapping back on itself in a constant crash.”

      Yun said, “You will be fine. We have given you all of the help that we can. You must leave now.”

      “Right.” I turned to the exit of the temple and was surprised to find that Finality was already passing through the door, as though she was eager to get out. The first one to leave, even, the first one to go.

      I looked at the others, but Song Bird shook her head and gave me a warning glance to not mention it out loud. Considering how quick Kitten was to jump at her, I made sure to do as I was bid.

      The girls stepped through one at a time until only I was left.

      Yun smiled at me and said, “I relish the chance to meet humans. They stay longer, usually, but you have a path that has little room for waiting. Perhaps when you meet the end of it, you will come back.”

      “If there’s any chance of it, I will,” I promised her, and then I stepped through the door too.

      We crossed the room and hurried back onto the platform. I used my gravity magic to pull the doors shut and then pried the golden cube out of the indention. The elevator rocketed back up toward the ancient temple.

      Not wanting to risk an ambush, I shoved the golden cube back into my bag so there was no chance that it could be used by Zion. The girls were all silent. Finality was standing with her eyes closed, as though she were in a state of meditation.

      The elevator lurched to a silent stop, and when I wrenched the doors open, we were in the same spot as before. I did the same thing, pulling the skull out of its indention, and rather than putting it around my neck, I shoved it back into my bag.

      We didn’t say anything. Every moment that we stood here felt wrong, like we were leading Zion to something that he should never find.

      So we went back up the incline and into the fallen temple.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      Finality looked down at her feet. “I am sorry. My goal had been to help you somehow, but I have no idea where he might be. I thought he would be seeking out the same doors as you, from the legend.”

      Kitten asked, “He didn’t tell you where he was going?”

      Finality shook her head. “If I knew, I would have already told you. I’m sorry. I have not been much help after all.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I said, without even missing a beat. “I would have never gotten out here if it weren’t for you.”

      “He’s right,” said Maybe. “You’re the only reason that we knew anything about the animals or plants that we passed by, and we would never have been able to get through the Big Leaguers’ base without you either.”

      Even Kitten grudgingly said, “It’s fine. We made it this far without knowing what we were doing. I’m sure that we can make it a little further without too much of a fucking issue.”

      “I hope so,” said Finality, though she didn’t seem to be actually convinced. I wondered what had changed that she was doubting so much now, but before I could ask, I caught sight of a swarm of moths in the distance.

      “This way,” I shouted. “We just have to follow the moths! They’ll show us where we need to go!”

      And just like that, we took off!

      I raced over to where the moths were floating, pleased to catch sight of the faces on them. With my new eyes, I could see that it was indeed the face of the woman in gold. The people of this temple had been guiding us this whole time.

      “We can trust them to know the way,” I said, following the moths as they fluttered and swooped through the ruins. The girls followed after me, trusting me just as much.

      We were heading toward the end. The collision, the cosmic kiss of two opposing forces. Whatever was going to come up next, it was going to be a decisive factor – and we were going to need be on top of our game if we wanted even a chance of winning.

      All of our tools had been located. Now, we just needed to make sure that we used them the right way.
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            ONE LAST RUN TO THE END OF THE WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      The moths were fast. They moved with the sort of speed that you would expect out of a flying insect. They at least seemed to understand that we were humans following after them, and they would periodically find something to rest on so that we could catch up. All around us, the patchwork world was passing. We seemed to be moving at a rate that just wasn’t possible.

      Had the suns stopped? Or were the moths doing something?

      Hell, it could have even been coming off of me. We had taken a short break beside some large boulders. I was resting against it, watching a small caterpillar crawl over the stone. I didn’t actually know what it was. It seemed to just be like a strange space caterpillar, with a black body and bright fuchsia spots. The little white feet slid over the stone, and it had faint little fuchsia hairs on its body.

      It moved slow, basking in the heat of the double suns. I asked, “Does anyone else feel like it’s weird that it hasn’t turned into night yet? And we aren’t tired?”

      “It is Zion’s work,” said Finality. She was sitting at the base of the stone I was leaning against. There was a sadness in her voice and a resignation. “Whatever he is planning, it has most likely been activated. It exudes so much energy, those around it will be fine to stay awake for days and days.”

      That sounded pretty awful, honestly. I couldn’t help but think about all the people that had died or been drained of their magic for that to be possible. Celestial, yes, but I had begun to mourn for Galactic too, and then there was every hero who had been forced onto Zion’s side and every human that had been kidnapped and turned into a living battery for his device.

      I didn’t mind that I wasn’t tired. In fact, that could even be a boost to us when it came time to face Zion in battle, especially considering that we had no idea where we were going to be facing off with him. But at the same time, it had an almost waxy sensation now that I knew where it had come from.

      When human tissue was burned, the fat would be released into the air and would make your lips feel as though you’ve coated them with Chapstick. There was nothing glossy on my lips, but that same sensation felt as though it had been curled against my heart. Knowing that so many people had lost their lives for this and we were now, however inadvertently, essentially reaping the benefits of it…

      I hated it.

      It wasn’t a subject that I wanted to linger on either, so I turned to the next problem at hand.

      “And the lack of time changing?” I asked. With one hand, I gestured up at the double suns above us. They were in the same spot as they had been five terrains ago, not having moved at all. There was no change in the way that the red and orange glow hit the ground, and the blackness of that oppressive night had yet to crash in upon us.

      Which was good, because we would have to stop the moment the night clicked into existence – but at the same time, I didn’t like the fact that time seemed to have just frozen.

      Finality shook her head. “I don’t know about that, but I would imagine that it has something to do with…”

      She trailed off.

      I waited eagerly for her explanation.

      Finally, she shrugged. Finality’s antennae drooped slightly, and she glanced up at me from under a mass of thick eyelashes. “I don’t know. It could be a side effect of his weapon or the energy that is being released into the world. Perhaps it has something to do with the ether natural moths.”

      “Ether natural,” I repeated. “I’ve never heard that word before.”

      “They are of another plane of existence. An etherite,” said Finality.

      “See? That’s why I keep saying that we wouldn’t be able to do this without you,” I told her. “We would never know about things like that.”

      “You don’t need to know them,” she said, sounding frustrated. “You know that the moths are good, so you follow them. What does it matter if you know their name? You would have found the nettle mite no matter what, and you would have killed it without me.”

      “We wouldn’t have known to be quiet,” I told her, picking the words out carefully. I could tell that this was an important situation for Finality, though I admitted to not understanding why she would view herself, so suddenly, as not having been useful. I continued, “If we had been loud through the tunnels, then we would have drawn the whole herd onto us, and we would never have made it to the hatchery.”

      Her mouth simply tugged into a thin line, and she looked down at the ground where her bare feet were pressed against the coarse, almost yellow grass. “If you say so.”

      “I do say so,” I told her firmly. “Just because you don’t know what Zion is trying to do now – just because you don’t know everything – that doesn’t mean you aren’t an important member to the team, Finality. None of us know everything. But we all know enough that if we put our heads together, we can still be useful.”

      A pause. There was no response. The other girls were not close enough to hear the conversation.

      I kneeled down on the ground beside Finality, putting one hand on her shoulder and giving what I hoped was a reassuring and comforting squeeze.

      She turned to look at me, her eyes glassy with unshed tears.

      “Hey,” I told her. “I know that things have been rough at times. But we’re all glad you’re with us.”

      Finality gave me a small smile. Maybe called out, “The moths are moving again!”

      I stood up and then held out my hand. Finality hesitated for a moment before she took it, letting me pull her up onto her feet. She hovered in place for a moment even when I went to start after the girls and the moths. It wasn’t until I had gotten ten feet away that I realized she hadn’t started walking after us.

      I turned around to look at her, a frown tugging at my face. “Finality, what are you doing? If we lose the moths –”

      Well, I was fairly certain that they would come back actually, but I wasn’t about to say that right now. Not when Finality was acting so weird about things.

      Finality paused for a moment still, and then she started to walk toward me. I waited until she was at my side, and then I took her hand, tangling our fingers together. There was a spark when we touched, a physical sensation that flared in the pit of my spine, like a comet shooting past.

      “We need your help,” I said. “You don’t want to let us kick Zion’s ass without you. It won’t be nearly as satisfying.”

      If someone had killed my family, I would want to break as many of their bones as I could. Zion hadn’t just killed Finality’s family. He had used her brother as a lure, dangling the general-prince in front of her face as though it was a carrot being led along in front of a mule.

      Even if she wasn’t going to be the one that landed the final blow, she would still want to make him hurt as badly as she possibly could before that. I knew it. She knew it.

      She finally twisted her fingers around mine, clinging to me like I was the last thing holding her still. We walked after the others, keeping them in sight but not quite re-joining the fold. Song Bird looked over her shoulder, lifting her chin up to face the sky.

      I nodded back at her, letting Song Bird know that everything was alright. It wasn’t until everyone had gone back to their own business that Finality felt comfortable enough to continue.

      She held onto my hand, and she told me, “I was afraid when I found you. When I realized who you were and what you could do. I am afraid now.”

      “Of Zion?” I asked.

      Finality shook her head. “Of what will happen next.”

      Because she had no home, I realized, and nothing to go back to. Even if we saved the Earth, Finality had already lost everything.

      I swallowed hard, and then I told her, “I can’t tell you what’s going to happen after, but I can promise you this: you aren’t going to be alone for it.”

      Finality shook her head. “That’s not a promise you want to make.”

      “Yes,” I told her honestly. “It is. It’s a promise that I’m making right now. Whatever happens, I’ll be there with you for it. No matter what.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            WILD THINGS ARE NOT YOUR FRIEND

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know why it clicked with me that we were going to the centre of the planet. Maybe just because we had found our way to the room with the mural of all the patchwork pieces on it. I hadn’t shared that with the others because I wasn’t certain it actually had anything to do with, well, anything.

      And I could have been wrong.

      I was just recognizing some of the patterns from how they had appeared in the wall. And the indention had been right between the double suns – which looked to be exactly where we were walking, one sun frozen in the sky on either side of us. Because of that, I figured we were going to be heading toward the direct centre of the planet.

      We were passing through a stretch of land that was – I wasn’t sure. Red sand and red stones, with acacia trees and strange, curling spider plants. There was still no wind, but the ground beneath our feet was dry and dusty. There was a sudden roar, and my head snapped to the left.

      On one of the stacks of jagged red stones to the left, there was a beast of large proportions. It was a cat of some sort, twice the size of a male lion, with the tusks of a sabretooth cat and the eyes of an alligator. It’s fur was the same shade of red as the stone, meaning it was almost perfectly camouflaged, and it had an almost mohawk type of texture running from its shaggy mane down the length of its spine.

      The mane itself filled up the beast’s chest as well. Two more slightly smaller alien cats showed up, jumping down from higher perches to land beside the first. Each one had different coloured eyes: gold, red, and blue.

      “Abacus cats,” said Finality without a pause. “We need to stay very still.”

      “What happens if we don’t?” I asked.

      “They’ll mistake us as prey,” said Finality.

      The big, golden-eyed alpha abacus cat jumped down from its perch with another roar and charged toward us. Kitten shouted, “Too late!”

      We jerked backward, barely avoiding the striking claws of the massive lion. Song Bird hit the ground, and the golden-eyed abacus cat made another swipe toward her. I used my gravity powers to wrench her out of the way, but the sudden motion had the rest of the abacus cats leaping down and joining in the fight. The thick fur that they had acted as a shield, and I didn’t want to use all of my energy up here. I didn’t know if it was sustaining our energy or stealing it, like the last portal that he had used on us.

      But in the end, I had my choice made for me. Finality flung herself into the battle with more passion than anyone else. She was right there with Kitten, making every hit, striking out, cutting into her enemies as much as she could.

      Her energy blasts slammed into the ground and seared into the flanks of the abacus cats. They yowled and screamed, and with each attack that she drove into them, they turned more of their focus on her.

      She was being reckless.

      I thought about the conversation we’d had only a little bit before, about how she was useless, about how she hadn’t helped and didn’t have enough left to keep offering.

      And she didn’t think that there was anything left for her, even if we did manage to beat Zion. I didn’t know if she thought that she would be charged for aiding him – that wouldn’t happen, I would make sure of it – or if she thought that there just wasn’t anything left to return to.

      But either way, she was fighting like she didn’t care what happened to her.

      I had seen Kitten do it once before. And I knew the signs. I knew that this was the kind of thing that could get her killed – and that while our relationship with each other was different than the one that I had with my other girls, it was still important to me.

      I didn’t want to see her get killed, and I certainly didn’t want to see her get killed because she was being reckless.

      The two lions cornered her against the backside of the red stone. She hovered a foot off the ground, glowing, crackling energy gathered around her hands. The beams seemed to burst and shatter in cascades, different from how I had seen them before.

      Her powers must have been attached to her emotions, and they were going haywire. I knew they wouldn’t do much against the abacus cats. True to form, she lashed out with one hand, throwing the power burst out – but it scattered and spread too thin, sending the abacus cat scrambling backward with a roar.

      All it did was make him angry.

      Terrified for her, I decided to break my original decision. I pulled the meteor hammer out of my bag. Song Bird called out, “Toby, what are you doing? We said not to get involved!”

      “I’m ending this,” I shouted – but it was a decision that came too late.

      The red-eyed abacus cat lunged, leaping on Finality. She screamed as she hit the ground, shoving at the beast, but those massive fangs sunk deep into her shoulder. There was a spray of blood – and I saw red.

      The chain of the meteor hammer dropped from my hand, and I lashed out with my gravity magic instead, throwing the abacus cat off of my injured companion and slamming him hard into the side of the mountain. And I didn’t do it just once, I did it again, and again, and again, bones snapping and crunching and breaking.

      I barely even saw it happening. It was like a haze had taken over me. My powers twisted, wrapping around the beast, and something inside of me surged forward with a broken sort of snap.

      I bellowed, “Don’t touch her!”

      And then my magic curled in on itself, forcing the beast to do the same. It crumpled up into a ball of flesh and muscle and bones, the gravity around it so heavy and forceful that the body simply didn’t have any way to stay in one piece.

      The bundle of flesh hit the ground.

      The other two abacus cats stepped backward, their hackles raised and their ears pinned back. The smaller one gave a low rumbling sound, and the bigger one whined deep in his throat. There was energy bouncing around my hands and my body, a fluctuation in the time sphere itself. My power had been boosted since visiting the temple, and now I found myself capable of doing so much more than I had earlier today.

      And in that power, there was both a certainty that I would be able to face Zion and have a chance at winning, and the certainty that if they let me, I could protect all of my girls. Even Finality.

      The remaining abacus cats fled the area, jumping back up into the mountains and vanishing from sight. I turned and hurried over to Finality, the magic to heal her already pooling in the palm of my hand. She tried to brush me away, but I was determined, and I pressed my palm to her wounds.

      The magic surged over her skin, and it dripped on the ground, and I poured out even more until the bloody tissue began to knit itself back together. And as her skin started suturing itself closed, I hissed, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Something helpful,” said Finality softly.

      “I don’t want you dead,” I told her. The tissue at the deepest point had healed up, and we were now working our way through the thinner surface wounds. The start of the silvery scarring was starting to slide into appearance.

      Finality said nothing, neither protesting nor agreeing with that having been what she was aiming for.

      “I want you in one piece,” I said. “I care about you, Finality.”

      That must have been the wrong thing to say because, even before her injury was fully healed, she swatted my hand away and lurched to her feet. She shook her head, wiping the remaining smears of blood away from her shoulder with the palm of her hand, and then she moved haltingly over to where the other three girls had stopped to gather themselves.

      Maybe’s eyes met mine, shining bright with concern. But I didn’t know what I should do to try and make that feeling go away, the rawness that had formed in my heart when I realized that Finality would die in these battles sooner than she would go back to our world with nothing to claim as her own.

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t know how to convince her that there was a better alternative than that, but I would.

      Before all of this was done with, I would remind Finality that life was certainly worth living.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

      

    

    







            AS WE CREEP TOWARD THE END

          

        

      

    

    
      The moths vanished near the very end of our journey. They landed on a batch of flowers, and I mistook it as being a moment of rest, but when I looked back toward them, they were gone. There was a splashing sound, like water, that had not been there before. I realized that it was actually part of a song that I was picking up through my powers. The sound of water, of rain, of tears.

      It was where we needed to go.

      Taking a deep breath, I called the girls over, and I told them, “We’re getting close to the end. The moths are gone. But I know where we need to go. I think if we move a little further that way,” I motioned toward the direction of the sound, “then we’ll find it. But before we do, I wanted to tell you all something.”

      The four women moved to almost huddle around me, clearly concerned that I might be about to drop more bad news on them. I wasn’t. But I had to let them know this now, before we went in there, because as much as I was trying to focus on what we wanted to have happen, there was a chance that we would still lose.

      And if that happened, they needed to know this.

      “We have been through so much together,” I told them. “And I never wanted it. When I first realized that Galactic had given me his powers, I wanted to ignore it. I would have, if not for Maybe. And then I met the rest of you, and I realized that I couldn’t pretend that this was happening. I needed to do what I could to protect you – all of you.”

      They listened quietly, seriously. They understood. This was my final goodbye, in case I didn’t get a chance later. It was Song Bird taking off her mask. It was Kitten giving me a kiss. It was Maybe taking up her sword. And it was Finality admitting that she was scared.

      It was our acceptance that we knew this might not end well for us, but we were determined to give it a try anyway. We were determined to put as much effort and ferocity and love into our actions as we could.

      I closed my eyes, refusing to let so much as a tear fall. When I opened them again, I was grinning and I told them, “Listen. I don’t know what we’re going to face down there. But I know Zion is going to do everything he can to take us down.”

      I shoved my hand out into the space between us, the way I had seen other hero teams do when they were on the news and during my research of them before we left for the coast.

      “I want you all to know, I’ll do everything I can out there. And if there’s anyone in this universe that can bring Zion to his knees, it’s going to be us,” I told them.

      They put their hands over top of mine, Maybe first, and then Kitten, and then Song Bird. And last – last was Finality, who looked me in the eyes as she did it, as though she still couldn’t comprehend why I was going through all of this effort to include her.

      But the moment that her hand joined the pile, there was a fluctuation. I could feel my entire sense of gravity shift and lurch sideways. I took a deep breath, sliding to try and keep my balance, but the others weren’t able to catch themselves in time. They almost hit the ground, but my magic surged out in an instinctive motion and pulled them back up onto their feet.

      There was a mark on the back of my hand where all of their palms had touched me. A five point star was emblazoned into my skin with silver. Five points. One for each of us. Lines, connecting us to each other. They were my universe, my galaxy. They were the source of everything that was keeping me going.

      And I told them, “We’re going to win.” I turned my hand so they could see the star that was burned there. “See this? This is proof that we were all meant to come here together, and that as long as all five of us go out there, we’re going to be able to win. I know it.”

      Finality didn’t look convinced, but no one verbally argued with me. I waited to make sure they weren’t going to protest, and then I turned, starting through the trees, leading them further than the moths were willing to go.

      The trees were dense, and then they were thin, and then they were gone, and we were standing at the centre of the planet, directly beneath the two suns. And we were not the only things standing between the two double suns. A massive black obelisk had been built there, and at the very top of the obelisk were two slightly curved structures, like horns that jutted up toward the sky, one beneath each of the double suns.

      A set of stairs wrapped around the obelisk, and it stood in the middle of a mirror lake, which reflected both of the suns’ radiance in bright strips of red, orange, and yellow.

      “He’s up there,” I said. “I can feel it.”

      Maybe gave a single tense nod and tangled our fingers together. “What are we going to do?”

      “Going up those stairs is going to take forever,” said Kitten.

      “Look at the prongs,” said Finality. There was energy gathering at the tip of each horn-like structure; prongs, as she had called them. “He’s gathering it. Whatever he’s planning, it’s going to happen – soon.”

      “I’ll fly us up there,” I said. “Everyone, hold onto each other. That’s going to be the easiest way for me to do this.”

      I waited until they had all taken hold of each others’ hands, and then I focused on wrapping my energy around them and lifting them up. I was surprised by how easy it came to me. I felt stronger after going through the temple of universal magic and truly joining with Maybe, Kitten, and Song Bird. A part of me wondered if I should have invited Finality to join with us too but ‍–

      She was so hurt still. So injured. She needed more time before she could accept that there were still people in the world who cared for us.

      But she went up with me. After they were lifted into the air, I lifted up myself, and we flew up the side of the obelisk, cutting out the stairs completely. I touched down on the ground first, and then one after the other, the four girls did too.

      And there he was, just like I thought.

      At the centre of the prongs, his hands held out in front of him, was Zion.

      Zion was tall and thin, almost Grecian in appearance. He had tattered moth wings on his back, as though they had been ripped into and torn up over the years. A third eye rested on his forehead, but it was pure red, as though the once milky flesh now had been filled up with blood. He wore translucent clothing that left nothing hidden from the imagination.

      That had been a running thread, I realized. It was also why I needed to stop him. Whatever was going on, it had started with these celestial beings, and now it was only the celestial power of the universe that could beat him.

      He turned to look at us. His trident was slung over his back, held in place by a simple silver rope strap. The trident was made from sleek black and white metal, neither of which absorbed nor reflected the light. I was only now realizing that it represented both the void of space and the void of the absence; it was the dark of Weaver’s domain, and the light of the elves. Each prong was tipped in a different colour – red, blue, and yellow.

      Those prongs gave him the power of the elements: fire, water, and lightning. A connection.

      I demanded, “Who did you take that trident from, Zion?”

      Zion had the gall to laugh at me. “You’re cute. Thinking that you have a right to demand answers from me.”

      To my surprise, that was a question that Finality knew the answer to. She said, “He took it from a queen in a far away galaxy who had been tasked with guarding it.” Finality tilted her head back as though bracing herself. “He had it before he came to my home.”

      “Oh, you’re still alive.” Zion sounded disappointed. “I was hoping that you would be dead by now.”

      I said, “We aren’t the ones who are going to die here. That’s you!”

      Zion laughed again, the sound carrying in the silence of the world. He gestured to the prongs that we stood beneath. “Do you see these? I can use my gathered energy to activate these! They will let me fully take over all life on Earth. I won’t have to fuck around with those little stones anymore. I’ll be able to simply take what I want, when I want it taken!”

      “I’m not going to let you do that,” I said. “None of us are.”

      “You’re a fool if you think you can do anything against me. This is the third time we have met, human, and each time, I have come close to destroying you,” said Zion, finally turning to face me fully. “I am stronger than you. I am smarter than you! There is nothing that you can do to knock me down, to make me fail! All of the years that I have been planning this!”

      He grabbed the trident from the strap on his back, twisting it through his fingers and jamming it toward the left prong. Bright shoots of energy in all three elements jumped from the trident and into a strange circle carved into the base of the prong, where a golden circular stone had been placed.

      The energy jolted up through the machination, following swirls of carved lines, the same way that the cube and the necklace had activated the elevator and the portal. When it reached the top, the jagged metal prong at the top of the curved structure surged in light, and the power building in an electric bubble doubled.

      “I have everything planned! I have practically already won!” Zion said, his voice raising with each word until he was shouting at the top of his lungs. “At this point, you’re only prolonging your pain! But I’m not cruel.”

      That was a lie. This man was nothing but cruel. There was no kindness in him. There probably had never been any kindness in him.

      Some people, they were just born cruel. Zion was one of them. It was different from Galactic, who had tried to get help and simply couldn’t; who had succumbed to the powers that he had been tasked with.

      Zion continued, “If you get down on your knees right now and you swear your loyalty to me, I will make the last moments of your life painless. If you don’t, well…” He chuckled, and the sound was rolling and jagged. Zion’s mouth twisted up into a shark-like smile, one that showed his sharp teeth and made him look more like a devil than anything else. “You’re going to regret it.”

      The words were heavy and firm. I had no doubt in my mind that he meant them. But I also knew that there was no way that we could give up. It would mean the death of everything and everyone that we knew.

      So I took a step forward, pulling the meteor hammer out of my bag. The chain felt familiar in my hand at this point, where it hung and swung through the air at the jut of my hip. The spiked ball at the end of it hit the ground hard enough to leave cracks.

      “That’s never going to happen,” I told him. “We’re going to stop you today.” And then, with just as much rage and heartfelt honesty in my voice, I said, “We’re going to kill you.”
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            EVERY BATTLE ISN’T EASY

          

        

      

    

    
      Zion seemed amused by my statement more than anything else. He tilted his head to the side, rolling one shoulder and then the other, and then he flung his trident to the right and let a blast of energy surge toward the second prong. It slammed into the pyre, and I was captivated by the dazzling display of light that it created.

      But Finality wasn’t.

      She let out a bellowing cry, and she threw herself forward, slamming near bodily into Zion with a jutted-out elbow. The man barely pulled back before it caught him across the face. Finality’s attack caused him to drop the trident. I grabbed onto it with my gravitational magic and pulled it across the top of the obelisk, flinging it over to Maybe.

      She grabbed it with both hands, fumbling for a moment, before easily adopting it into her fighting stance, holding it in front of her, ready to use it in a battle.

      But before anything could happen, Zion twisted, slamming both hands down on the ground. He must have hit some sort of trigger point, because the floor opened up beneath us, and we crashed down into the obelisk, down, down, to the floor beneath.

      The ceiling closed up after us. We were stunned, just left laying down there for a moment. Then the growling started, and we realized that we were not alone. There were monsters in the room with us.

      Maybe scrambled for the trident. She grabbed it and thrust it upward, shouting, “Lightning!”

      A pulse of yellow lightning shot up toward the ceiling, revealing the fact that we were surrounded by monsters. They seemed to mostly be boar and bear hybrids, big creatures with massive paws and the tusks of a wild boar, with claws that cut into the stone and saliva dripping from their fangs.

      There was no time for us to even figure out what this place might’ve been. We were just forced to jump into the battle, using every trick we had to try and stay alive. There were bones scattered over the ground of the room, and they keep skidding and crunching under the soles of my boots.

      The air was stale but also smelled distinctly like iron. I got the feeling that this must have been a sacrificial chamber at some point in time. We were too busy trying to fight off the swarm of monsters – at least thirty of them – to even figure out what the creatures’ names might have been.

      It was dark, and I was only able to see through the flashes of power that my teammates were exuding. That was starting to wear on me. I thought about what Yun said about a new universal power, about creation and destruction, and I all but threw myself backward away from the others. My shoulders slammed into the wall, and I closed my eyes, just for a moment.

      Shoving both hands up into the air in front of me, I focused on the idea of creating a star. Power flared to life in my hands, and soon there was a glowing diamond there. I threw it into the air and it hovered, casting a silver glow into the room. It was not enough to really make things visible though, so I found another spot away from the monsters and did it again.

      I got seven stars summoned before I realized that Finality was doing the same thing here that she had done with the abacus cats. She was throwing herself into battle with everything that she had and paying no attention to the wounds that she took. There was blood soaking into her uniform and matting her hair against the side of her neck and the curl of her shoulders.

      “Dammit, Finality,” I shouted, making to go to her.

      Kitten caught me by the elbow before I could make it that far, pulling me away from her. She pressed my back up against a pillar and crowded in against me, her ears pinned back against the curve of her skull and her pupils blown wide.

      “What are you doing?” Kitten demanded.

      I told her, “She’s going to get herself killed!”

      “Leave her be! She’s giving us a chance. I haven’t been able to take down even half as many of these monsters as she has,” said Kitten. “If we want to save the planet, then we have to get the fuck out of here.”

      “She doesn’t care if she dies,” I tried to tell Kitten, this desperate sort of tone in my words. “It’s like watching a repeat of you! I saved you, I don’t –”

      “Have the time to get through to her,” said Kitten. “Not if you want a chance at getting out of here alive.”

      Before she could say anything else, another creature charged toward us. Maybe had our backs. She jammed the trident into the creature’s side as hard as she could, and it screeched. But it wasn’t enough to stop the creature from rearing up onto its back end, twisting around, and grabbing onto the trident. It tried to yank it out of Maybe’s hands.

      She pulled hard and yanked back. Kitten yowled and lunged, slicing her claws through the creature’s neck. Blood spilled over the ground, and it spun on her, slashing her across the front. Her own flesh split beneath the force of the blow, and she jerked backward – but it was enough to bring the creature down. As soon as the body hit the floor, Maybe wrenched the trident free and threw herself back into the fray.

      “Kitten!” I tried to heal her, but she pulled away from me.

      She snarled, “Don’t! You need to save as much of your energy as you can for beating Zion! Just leave me be. And leave Finality be too! We don’t have time to try and look out for anyone but you.”

      She grabbed me by the shoulder. Kitten told me, “Right now, the only important things are keeping you alive and getting us back up top,” and then she was gone too.

      And I realized that they were right.

      I didn’t want them to be right. I didn’t want to lose any of my girls. But a memory of something that Song Bird said before we left for the coast hit me. She had told me that she was afraid of losing us, and she was afraid of having to make the hard calls.

      And I told her that I would do it for her. That when push came to shove, I would make the hard calls too. Bitterness welled up inside of me as I realized that this was exactly what Song Bird meant. We had to get back to the top, and I had to have enough magic in me to fight Zion.

      Using my healing powers, that was going to drain me. Kitten was right about that. But the stars that I had been summoning, that had been easy, and I could use the light to locate our way out of there.

      Plus, the brighter the room was, the more of an advantage my girls were going to have. And they were my girls, all four of them. I loved Finality just as much as the others. I only needed her to understand that – to realize that I cared for her with the same earnestness that I cared for the others.

      And I needed her to understand that I knew she wasn’t ready for a relationship, not yet, but that she would be one day. And when she was, when this was over with and she was able to find herself again, then I was going to be there waiting for her.

      But for any of that to happen, I was going to need to make sure that we took Zion the fuck down.

      So I made my stars, throwing them up until the room was lit with the glittering glows of the night sky, and as the others fought, I searched for the way out.

      I found a hitch in the wall, a hidden notch. My hands pressed to the place where the stones were not quite even, and I knew that it must have been the way out of the room. I couldn’t believe it; I had found it.

      Taking a deep breath, I stepped backward and used my gravity magic to pry the walls open. There was a trigger push on them, and I had to struggle to keep them parted.

      “Everyone,” I shouted. “In here!”

      I held the door open with gritted teeth, waiting for the others. They came rushing toward me, fighting their way through the monsters one by one, flinging themselves into the room.

      I ducked in after them, and the moment all five of us were on the other side, I let go of the door. It snapped shut with a crash like thunder, sealing us in total darkness once again. I could hear the monsters slamming into the stone on the other side, scraping their claws over it, digging and thrashing and pounding against it.

      But for the moment, we were safe.
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            A MUCH NEEDED REST (ALBEIT A SHORT ONE)

          

        

      

    

    
      The darkness consumed us. For a few long moments, the darkness was all that we knew. It was the only thing that surrounded us, the only thing that mattered. Our heavy panting filled the air, and I turned, hurrying to summon stars into existence.

      Maybe asked, “How can you do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I told her. “It’s new, but it’s great, right?”

      One star for each of us. I willed them into the air, above each of our heads. The silver light broke through the darkness and the shadows of the room, curling and cutting through it. The silver and white light cast everyone into a sickly pallor, which I tried to keep in mind – but when it was paired with the blood and bruising all over my girls, it made my heart stop in my chest.

      I let out a shuddering breath, taking a step toward them, but I caught myself at the last moment. I knew that they wouldn’t want me to heal them right now, but it didn’t matter. I told them, “Wait here. I’m going to check ahead.”

      “I’ll come with you,” said Kitten. She fell into place beside me. We moved through the dark corridor. It was small. We could barely walk side by side comfortably with each other. At times, our shoulders brushed against stone. The blood caked to the front of her chest was unnerving. I wanted her to know that I could step up for her; I could do something to help her.

      But I didn’t even know what that was.

      Zion clearly knew the planet better than we did. And he was right. I had been thrown into this, but he had years to plan and prepare and research. To learn everything about this planet, the ancient structure that we were on, and to master his powers.

      Meanwhile, I was still discovering the things that I could do, and I only had a limited amount of magic. Sure, it came easier to me every time I cast it, but the amount of times that I had to practice and rest in between was nowhere near enough.

      We were at a huge disadvantage. I was at a huge disadvantage. I needed to figure something out and how to handle it. I had to pull myself together and remember what I told Song Bird.

      That I wouldn’t let the hard decisions ruin me. That I would make sure all of this wasn’t shoved onto her shoulders.

      Suddenly, Kitten turned and pressed me into the wall. I stopped, holding my breath, thinking that she had heard someone coming, but there was nothing.

      A hand curled over the top of my mouth. Kitten had blood on her hand, and the scent of iron filled my nostrils. I tried to convey to her with my eyes that I had no idea what was going on.

      She shook her head at me and said, “You need to understand something.”

      I stayed very still, trying to make it clear that I was listening. Kitten had a glint in her eyes like I had never seen before. This sharp little glimmer that seemed to convey so much. Love and hope and anger and rage, like a fire burning in a cosmos far away.

      I could have gotten lost in those eyes, if we had only a little bit more time together. As it was, the most I could do was stand there and try to pay attention to what she was doing.

      “Look,” said Kitten. “When you lose the people that are close to you, the world goes upside down. And sometimes, you lose track of yourself too. You just – stop. And if you’re going to stop anyway, then you might as well go out in the sort of glory that can help someone else.”

      She had such a raw crack in her voice when she said that. It was like she couldn’t imagine anything else, like she knew it so intimately. But her hand was still over the top of my mouth, and I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t do anything but stand there and listen.

      I knew it was important, but I didn’t want to hear about my girls having given up. That wasn’t how anyone should feel, like going out with a bang was the best option available. They should never feel like it was the only thing that they had left.

      Kitten’s ears lifted up, just a little bit. Her gaze softened, the galaxy there fading into a more normal expression. Whatever connection had been made between us was fading, but in a way that didn’t actually get weaker, just less visible. She was a super, but she wasn’t meant to access her innate connection with the stars.

      And it was innate. Everyone had a connection to the stars because they had a connection to the universe. They were a part of the universe, with their own galactic orbital pull. They just couldn’t access it the way that my magic powers allowed me to.

      Kitten said, “But you changed that.”

      I stared at her, my lips parting against the inside of her palm. My breath came out in a hot sort of huff. I leaned backward, but she just moved her hand with me so that there was no way I could talk. The back of my head thumped against the stone pillar that I had been shoved back against.

      Kitten continued, more fervently, “You changed that. Do you understand? I wanted to just die, and you showed me that there was still a reason to keep going. You gave me hope again. And I know that you’re looking at Finality, and you just want to fucking fix it. You want to fix her. But you can’t force her back together any more than you could have forced me back together, you know?”

      I blinked, just once, in agreement.

      Kitten’s claws dug into my cheek, just for a moment. She rocked even closer until our bodies were pressed together, and she became part of my personal space, an added location, a piece of my own orbit.

      She was drawn to me the same way that I was drawn to her, and I loved it. I loved it, and I loved her. I wanted her to know that. I thought, though, that she must have already figured it out on her own.

      She told me, “You keep treating her the way that you have been, and she’ll realize that there’s something to keep living for. But to convince her of that, you have to play this game smart, and you have to make sure that we kick that jackass in the dick so hard it comes back out his mouth.”

      I laughed against the muzzle that her palm had formed, the air forming wet heat in the trapped space. She finally pulled her hand away, letting me breathe more easily. I moved my mouth, working the tension out of my jaw and licking over both my lower and then my upper lip.

      Kitten leaned in and she kissed me, hard, fierce, like there was a gun at the back of her skull and a fire beneath her feet, and this was the last thing that she was ever going to do.

      And I kissed her back just as passionately, leaning into the kiss. My arms wrapped around her, and though I knew it couldn’t go any further, I turned anyway so that she was the one pressed against the wall instead and kissed her even more deeply.

      I doubted that we would get any more moments like this, when it was just the two of us, just quiet and darkness and the silence of nothing. And if it was our last chance to spend like this, I wanted it to be a good one.

      “It’s the other way around,” I said when I pulled back. “You and the others, you’re the ones that told me this was worth doing, that I needed to be here. You showed me that I could do this. And I want to show you now that you made the right choice.”

      I wanted to show that to Finality too. That she made the right call coming out and joining us, helping us get this far.

      My hand slid down, and I healed the deep gashes that were on Kitten’s chest, the flesh knitting together until there was nothing but silver left. She slapped me on the shoulder, hard enough that it hurt.

      Kitten snapped, “What did I tell you –”

      “I’ll be too worried about you all if we go to face Zion and you’re hurt,” I said. “I don’t need the distraction. I need to know that you all have a chance against him, same as I do.”

      Not wanting to stand there and argue with her, I pulled away from her and swept toward the other end of the passage.

      Over my shoulder, I called out to her, “Come on, let’s make sure that this takes us up and not down!”

      Kitten had no choice but to roll her eyes, rub at the blood on her chest, and follow after me.
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            AT THE TOP ONCE MORE

          

        

      

    

    
      The passage did go up. It must have been in between the walls, like a buoy between the outside stone and the actual walls of the buildings that we had passed through earlier, where all of the monsters were at. The running theory was that this must have been either a sacrificial chamber or some sort of challenge for warriors to try and make it through.

      Considering the shape and make of the obelisk, we were fairly certain that each floor must have contained another challenge like the one that we had been dropped into, and someone would either have to make it from the top to the bottom or the bottom to the top.

      The passage that we found made it easy for us to get back up. I healed the other girls, including Finality, after insisting that I would be too concerned about them to focus on a fight with Zion otherwise. No one was happy with the amount of energy that I put out on it, but Finality was the most unhappy about it. She didn’t seem to see why I would bother with her, and I didn’t know what to say past, “I don’t want you hurt.”

      We didn’t stop for any speeches or grand moments of compassion. We had no chances to sneak away for one last roll in the hay together. All we could do was go up and up and hope that, if we fell again, it would not be to the end of the world.

      At our entrance onto the roof – our second entrance, how fucking embarrassing – Zion turned to us and he said, “Oh, congratulations. You managed to join me again. Just in time. Take a look.”

      There were more bubbles of energy in the air now. It had become apparent that the prongs were creating an arc of energy which would connect the two metal structures with each other. It was only missing two energy bubbles. I wasn’t sure exactly what would happen when the bubbles met, but I could only imagine that it would cause the end of the world.

      I didn’t wait to speak to him. I just pulled the meteor hammer out of my bag and used my control over mass to lighten the spiked ball on the end. The chains rattled as I looped them together above my head and then flung it outward, letting the mass spill back into the spiked ball the moment that it had almost reached Zion.

      He phased backward, but the spikes of the meteor hammer still ripped through his gauzy robes.

      “He can’t go intangible,” I shouted. He’s putting too much energy into the prongs! This is our chance, we can bring him down!

      The others sprung into action around me, pulling out their weapons. Maybe still held onto Zion’s trident. I was certain that there was an amount of smugness in that, in knowing that she was using his own weapon against him. A jolt of electricity cut through the air and slammed into Zion. He screamed, hitting one knee – and then he started to laugh.

      “Do you really think that this is going to be that easy?” Zion asked, pulling himself back up. There was a wicked glint in his eyes, and I knew that whatever was about to happen, it was going to be awful. It was going to shatter everything that we had planned.

      He held his arms out to either side, and the power from the prongs jumped down into his hands. Without so much as a pause, he began to throw the balls of energy elsewhere.

      Bang! One hit Song Bird.

      Bang! One hit Maybe.

      Bang! One hit Kitten.

      The energy balls didn’t cause any apparent physical wounds, but all three girls hit the ground. I shouted and took a step forward – but couldn’t get far. I didn’t know who to jump toward first. It didn’t matter, because all three of them simply rose to their feet again.

      Their eyes were glassy and devoid of colour. They were under Zion’s control.

      Since he had first started making trouble in the city, Zion had been taking over the minds of other people. At first, he had only been able to do it with civilians. Then, he could use a strange alien stone to take over the minds of heroes and villains alike – which had been the end of Kitten and Song Bird’s teams.

      And now, it seemed that he could use the prongs to take care of it all on his own, without any added weapons. That was terrifying, because it meant that when he said his plan was to take over the rest of the planet, he meant it on the most literal level out there; that he planned on taking over their minds and turning them into his brainless army.

      With no one else to help me, Finality dropped to my side, her arms raised and bright purple light flashing around her balled up fists. She said, “Stay close to me, Toby. We haven’t lost yet.”

      But I knew that she was wrong.

      Zion pointed toward us.

      “Attack,” he said in a voice that was filled with unbridled glee.

      The three girls – the ones who I loved with everything in me – launched themselves in my direction. Kitten, with her claws out; Maybe, with her stolen trident; Song Bird, with the small, silver fans that she fought with when she was not using her super powers.

      It was a frenzy to try and get away from them. I struck out with hand and fist, trying to swipe legs out from underneath them, catching them in the small of the back with my elbow, cracking into them with my shoulder.

      Finality and I split apart and then reconvened, back to back. I told her, “Try not to hurt them more than you need to. It’s not their fault that they’re attacking us. They can’t help it.”

      “They might not be able to help it, but that does not mean they will not kill us if given the chance,” said Finality, with her voice low and hissing.

      “I don’t care,” I told her. “I won’t kill them.”

      “You won’t, but –” Finality started.

      But she could. I knew that was what she was about to say. I even knew that, on some level, she had a point in it. That she should have just taken them out so we could go straight to attacking Zion.

      I knew that it would hurt her. That as much as she viewed herself as different from our crew, that she would do everything she could to protect them – and she simply felt backed into a corner.

      Finality flung herself away from me to avoid a hit from Kitten and flipped out of the way of Song Bird’s fans. I went in the other direction, barely avoiding a fireball from Maybe’s stolen trident.

      Zion sneered, “You are never going to be able to beat me! I told you this once already – I’ll say it again! I have come too far for anything to be able to stop me! You should have let the beasts kill you. You should have bowed and sworn your loyalty! Now, these women are mine – and you, you will pay for all of the trouble that you’ve caused me.”

      “Try going for the prongs,” I shouted to Finality. “Like we did with the portal before!”

      “Right,” said Finality. She flung herself into the air, purple magic gathering around her hands. With a shout, she flung four consecutive blasts of purple electricity at the nearby prong – but instead of causing any damage to it, the prong’s base simply absorbed the power. The lines in the side of it pulsed with purple light.

      Zion mocked, “You can’t. Did you think this would be easy? The civilization that built this device were warlords of the highest proportion! They mined all the gold on this planet and used it conquer. Every square on this planet is meant to mirror a land that they had overtaken!”

      I ducked out of the way of Kitten’s claws, but not fast enough. They scraped over the curve of my cheek. Bright red blood burst to the surface, hot against otherwise cold, sweaty skin. I knew that arguing with her or trying to reach her wasn’t going to accomplish anything but distract me, and right now, I needed to pour all of my focus into trying to figure out what we could do to turn this battle around.

      I was having a hard time coming up with anything, honestly. It seemed as though we well and truly might have been defeated.

      And then – the whole world seemed to shimmer, a strange haze falling over everything around me. I stumbled backward, waving a hand through the air, trying to knock the shimmer away from me… But it didn’t do anything. The world remained heavy with that strange light, but all around me the atmosphere began to grow still until even Finality and Zion stopped moving.
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            FROZEN IN TIME BUT I DON’T MIND

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello?”

      I stepped forward toward Kitten. She was the closest one to me. I waved my hand in front of her face, but her pupils didn’t so much as dilate, let alone flick. The droplets of my blood that had been gathered on her claws had frozen as well, two droplets caught just at the tip of all of that sharpness.

      I brushed my finger through it, and the liquid gathered on my skin, but it had a strange spongy quality to it, as though it didn’t want to break free from the form of a bubble that it was stuck in.

      “Finality?” I asked, my head turning toward her. She was impossibly frozen in midair as though she was about to lower herself back down to the ground. There was still purple light around her hands, but it didn’t seem to be shifting. The light just seemed stuck, like a holographic sticker.

      Curious, I lifted my hands up into the air and over to her. The light seemed to be physical, but my hands brushed through it like it was water. An idea crossed my mind. I didn’t know how the world had been frozen, but there was no reason that I shouldn’t take advantage of it.

      This could be the only chance that we had to destroy Zion. A part of me thought that there was something wrong with killing a man that couldn’t defend himself. It was the same part of me that had been against striking out and killing the Obits; the part of me that had been nothing more than a mechanic at a garage not even a few weeks ago.

      I crushed it out fast, lowering myself back to the ground. There was no reason that we couldn’t do this. There was no reason that I shouldn’t do this.

      I cast my eyes around and found Maybe’s sword. It felt wrong in my hand, the hilt of it not made for me. The white of the blade did not reflect the light. There were no shadows moving, even as I crossed the platform and stepped over to Zion.

      Reaching out, I grabbed onto Zion’s shoulder with one hand and lifted up the sword with the other. The curve of the blade pressed lightly against his throat.

      This seemed – different.

      Wrong.

      Awful.

      My heart was in my throat.

      This had to be done.

      For my girls.

      For the world.

      For everyone.

      But before I could press down on it, a familiar voice said, “Wait!”

      I spun around, pointing my sword toward Weaver. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill him right now!”

      Weaver was standing there on the other side of the platform, just as beautiful as always, with her moth wings and that ruined eye of hers. “Because… it won’t do anything. I have broken a rule, coming into your realm. You may only see me because of the gift that I gave you, that of true sight. But they cannot. And right now, they cannot see you either.”

      “So? I don’t care if they can see me,” I said, pointing the sword at Zion. “He doesn’t deserve the death of a true man. He deserves a coward’s funeral.”

      “That might be. And I suppose, if it would make you feel better, then you can kill him,” said Weaver. “Slit his throat. But when time resumes, it will be as though nothing you have done happened. He will be alive and uninjured. Nothing that you changed will truly be changed. This is why I could not come here and kill him myself.”

      “What am I doing here? What do you want from me? Just let me go so I can kill him,” I shouted.

      “You made me a promise,” said Weaver, tilting her head back just a little bit. Her mouth curled into a frown. “Do you remember what it was?”

      “Honestly? At this exact moment, I have no idea what you’re talking about. In case you haven’t noticed, I have a lot going on, and I don’t really know what I’m supposed to be doing with any of it,” I shouted, waving my hands to either side. “So I’m sorry that I don’t know which of our dozens of conversations you’re talking about right now.”

      “You made me a promise.” Weaver moved through the arena that had formed on top of the obelisk until she was standing directly in front of me. Then she reached out and cupped my face within both of hands, her thumbs settling beneath my eyes, her fingers curling around the underside of my chin.

      She lifted my head up so that we were staring at each other. Or rather, so that she was staring at me, and I was staring up at her dead third eye.

      “I told you that this would not be easy,” said Weaver. “That you would need to work hard to accomplish anything here. And that you were going to have to make a choice.”

      A choice.

      My heart skipped a beat. I tried to step away from her, but Weaver’s grip on my face went tight, and she held me in place. Weaver said, “Do not run from me, Tobias Gray. I will always see you, and you will always see me. We have been cursed. They say it is a blessing, this gift that we are given. Your control over the universe, and my control over the weaves of time. But it is no blessing.”

      She looked into me, and she saw through me. And I saw, in her milky, scarred eye, something lurking. Like a fish in water, like a flash of light just in the corner of your vision.

      Weaver continued, “We have been cursed with a burden that none should ever come in contact with. We have been cursed with the task of keeping something safe and whole.”

      “You gave it to me,” I said.

      Weaver told me, “I only did what had to be done.”

      “You could have picked anyone,” I uttered. “You’re the one that cursed me! Stop acting like this was random.”

      Weaver’s smile turned sad. “One day, you will understand that though I moved you, you were always meant to be here. That you were the guardian before you were born. That is just how the universe works. And it also works like this: if you let Zion live –”

      “Then the whole earth will need to be destroyed,” I said. “And I’m assuming that whatever planet he’s on at the time will get nuked too.”

      Weaver was not smiling now. A grim look had settled on her face, her brow pitched down and her eyes pinched at the edges. “I know that you are upset. I know that you are trying. And that you will understand one day.”

      “I understand now.”

      “You do not. But you will.”

      “Weaver,” I said, a note of warning in my words. “Tell me what you mean in straight terms or let me go now so I can try and figure this out on my own,” I told her. “I don’t know why you keep coming here when you aren’t actually going to help me!”

      She told me, “You promised me that you would make whatever hard choices needed to be made. That you would do anything it took to save the planet. Do not forget that there is more riding on your actions here than just the five of you.”

      I didn’t know how she thought that I could ever forget that, but I wasn’t given a chance to actually tell her that. Instead, the woman just gave me that sad smile all over again, and she leaned down, and she gave me a kiss.

      There was something about it that was achingly tender, like she was trying to absolve me of my sins; like she was trying to apologize for every wrong that the world had ever done. Then she stepped backward, holding out her hands. It was not a bid for me to follow but a bid for me to listen.

      She said, “I know that this will kill you. But, Toby, it is time for you to make your choice. When I leave, the world will resume. They will not know it stopped, and nothing that you have done will matter. But everything that you do going forward, that will matter. It will be the deciding factor in whether the planet lives or the planet dies.”

      I didn’t want to make that choice, but I knew that Weaver didn’t actually care.

      She told me, “Make your choice, Tobias Gray, and remember all that we have spoken about, and remember all that is at stake.”

      And then she was gone, and an invisible force grabbed me by the spine and physically yanked me backward to my original standing spot. Time clicked back into motion, and Kitten finished her lunge. The droplet of blood that I pinched off of her claw fell to the ground, having been returned back to its original starting position.

      It was as though the world had never stopped. But I knew it had. And I knew what I had been told too.

      Worst of all, I knew what Weaver wanted me to do and that there would be little chance to avoid it.
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            CAN YOU MAKE THE RIGHT CHOICE?

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t do it.

      Weaver wanted me to kill my girls. That’s what she wanted. But I couldn’t. And as I spiralled away from another one of Kitten’s attacks, I realized that there might be another way. I had the power of the universe, right? Destruction and creation, along with true sight.

      That meant I should be able to freeze time myself, and with any luck, even Weaver wouldn’t be able to find me once it had happened. I lifted up my hands, and shouted, “Finality, cover me!”

      She fell into place without having to be told twice, taking up her spot as a shield in front of me to block incoming attacks. I closed my eyes, focusing on trying to keep the world from moving. I wanted it to be still, as though their gravity had taken control of them, as though they had no mass left to share. I focused on it, and my magic surged in response, flicking out with tendrils that curled around the world. They were not visible, not really, and yet I knew that they were there. They brushed over everything.

      My eyes opened. The world had not stopped, but it had slowed down to such an extent that it might as well have stopped. Considering that I had never tried to affect time before, I figured that was a pretty good stroke of luck. But, damn, it had left me exhausted.

      I stumbled forward, though I found my stride quickly enough. I didn’t know if this would affect the world or not. Maybe Weaver was right. Maybe, since the world wasn’t stopped completely, I would have a chance that some of it mattered.

      I hurried to where Kitten was in the process of lunging toward Weaver, taking hold of her hand and pushing it down, curving her back forward so she would throw herself down like she was going into a somersault. Then I moved, grabbing onto the back of the trident and pulling it out of Maybe’s hand.

      I didn’t know if this would actually work but, fuck it all, wasn’t it worth trying? Wasn’t it worth me giving it my best goddamn shot?

      The whole fucking world was on the line. And so were the lives of my girls.

      Weaver seemed to think that I could only have one of them or the other. I braced my foot against the edge of the platform that we were standing on and did my best to prove her wrong.

      I threw the trident as hard as I could. It plunged down the length of the building and then crashed into the water at the base. The world was running on such a lag that the trident hit the surface of the water, piercing through the reflection of the double suns that was shining down on it.

      And I said, “Alright. So some things –”

      My words cut off. Though nothing happened when the trident first hit the water, the explosion of salt spray did happen. The lag was almost a full minute long. The water that came out was in slow motion, which made it seem as though an explosion of red and golden glass shards had just been thrown up into the air.

      That was one job done. For the other, I hurried through the area, trying my best to heal any wounds that had occurred during our battles, including those from in the hallway outside the sacrifice room.

      I wanted to make sure that I hadn’t missed a single ounce of chance. After I made sure that everyone was healed, I did my best to guide them into positions that would make them easier to deal with. I reached into my bag and pulled out a length of rope, wrapping Kitten’s wrists and binding them behind her back, and then doing the same with Song Bird.

      I hesitated with Maybe, stroking my fingers over the curve of her cheek, but knew in the end that I had to do the same thing for her. I bound her tightly, pushing all three girls so that they were standing near each other.

      Then I turned to Zion, looking him over with a critical eye. Once more, I picked up the sword and I stepped over to him, taking hold of his shoulder and lining the curved blade up with his throat.

      My finger pressed against the backside of the sword. I hesitated, but only because slowing down time had exhausted me, and because I was concerned that maybe Weaver had been correct, and maybe this would all be for nothing.

      But I had to try, right?

      Everything was on the line. I had to try. I had to do everything that I could to protect my girls, and I had to do everything that I could to protect the Earth.

      So I took a deep breath and began to apply pressure. I didn’t know if the blade was just starting to get heavy or if it was a side effect of slowing down time, but it seemed to take a momentous effort to try and split his throat.

      Eventually though, the top layer of skin broke, and then the sword slid in even deeper, and bright red blood spilled down Zion’s throat. In slow motion, his mouth parted and he screamed, but I had backed to the other side of the obelisk roof entirely by the time the magic wore off.

      The moment that it did, Zion’s hands snapped up to press against his throat, and he slowly felt the skin begin to give beneath the blade.

      “You’re going to regret ever coming to Earth,” I told him.

      In slow motion, the sword cut almost all the way through. Later, as the man hit the ground, Zion’s head snapping back to reveal the grisly mass of muscles and bone beneath, Zion struggled to split it all the way through.

      Zion crumpled to the ground. He was dead. With any luck, he would stay that way even after I started time back at its normal speed.
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            BUT NOTHING THAT YOU DO MATTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Time slid back into the process it was meant to have – and everything that I did snapped back into a state of undoing. I thought that I had known misery before, but it had absolutely nothing on the way that I felt when I watched the wounds snap back into being on my girls, as though I had never fixed them in the first place, and the trident come sailing back up into Maybe’s hand.

      “No, no!” I practically wailed it, so much misery in my voice that Finality was at my side in minutes.

      She demanded to know, “Are you hurt?”

      “No!” I dropped to my knees.

      She grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me back up. Maybe stumbled a step, clearly thrown off by the way the trident slammed back into her palms.

      Finality demanded, “What’s going on? What happened to you?”

      “I tried to stop it, but it didn’t work. He came back.” My gaze was locked onto the way Zion’s throat had stitched itself back together. The blood had vanished as though it had never been there before.

      Finality pulled me backward to the other side of the platform, one arm slightly out in front of me. Her palm was open, fingers spread. I could see the way the sparks were jumping between them, the energy getting ready to be launched again.

      She demanded, “That means nothing to me. Are you injured?”

      “No,” I said. “Not in a way that matters.”

      Because it felt as though my heart had been split in two. I thought that there was a wound in the back of it, like an apple that had a slice cut out of it, or an overripe pear that was left to fester on the shelf, softened to the point that a thumb could easily punch through it.

      I pressed a hand to my chest, trying to find the words to explain that to Finality, but we weren’t given the time for it. Kitten launched herself forward with a scream, her claws extended.

      Zion shouted, “This is starting to get boring now, just so you realize! Be a dear and let them slice your throat open.”

      The phrase was so specific that I found my head snapping toward him, my eyes wide in question as I turned to look at him. But there was no smug glint in his eyes, nothing more than he had in there a moment ago.

      I thought it must have been a coincidence. That somehow, through whatever means, he must have just said it without any true understanding as to what had just happened.

      We dodged another attack, and Finality landed beside me again. She had sweat running down the back of her neck and a strange look on her face. Her left hand kept curling into a fist and then straightening out again. The knuckles on it were a bruised mess.

      I looked toward her, offering out my hand. Silver magic was forming there. “We need to take a break and get you healed. They can’t come into the air with us, and Maybe’s trident is easy to dodge. Let me fix those.”

      Finality shook her head. “We can’t afford the risk.”

      I thought about what Kitten said, about how when she had lost hope, I had given it to her. The same could be said of the girls in reverse. I would lose something, and then they reminded me that there was a reason to keep going, even though I didn’t have it any more. And I thought about the fact that I had no hope right then, about how I had to keep trying anyway.

      We did our best to fight against the girls back to back. But with each blow that we dealt to them, that wound in my heart grew greater and greater until I knew that I would not last for too much longer. Something needed to be changed. I had to come up with a different plan.

      Almost at the same time, Finality dropped back beside me again, blood running down her cheek from where Kitten had scratched her. Zion had been watching this all, amused, as he continued to pour power into the prongs. Another energy orb had started to form, though it was still small and not the full size. It wouldn’t be long until he had only a single orb left.

      Panting, Finality said, “This isn’t working.”

      “I know it’s not,” I told her. “I know! I just need a few more minutes to figure this out.”

      Finality had a grim expression on her face. She said, “Toby, there comes a point where there is nothing to figure out.”

      We broke apart to dodge a fireball launched toward us by Maybe. The heat of it singed my hair and left me shuddering.

      I looked at Finality and wondered if she was thinking about the point when she had opted to leave Zion behind; I wondered if she was thinking about her brother, and if there was ever a time where she was not thinking about him.

      I thought that something like that would have scarred a person; that it must have left them forever undone. Without any hope, with nothing to go back to.

      Panic flared in my chest as I realized that not only was I fighting to keep the three brainwashed girls alive, but I was also fighting to try and keep Finality’s hope alive. I needed to show her that even with everything that was happening, there was a reason to keep going.

      Frantically, I turned to look at the three young women who I had called my lovers not even an hour ago, and I tried to come up with anything that could stop this fight outside of snapping their necks.

      An idea hit me.

      It was a long stretch, but I told Finality, “I think I’ve got something that will work!”
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      I didn’t know why the idea hadn’t hit me earlier, outside of the fact that I was tired and that I had never expected to have to fight back against my own girls. This was supposed to be a battle that we faced together; the star on the back of my hand throbbed in pain every time I landed a blow on them.

      I threw myself backward and launched myself into the air. Finality did the same, hovering above me and just slightly in front of me like she planned on taking any hits that I couldn’t dodge. Something pinched at the back of my chest, furious that she was still so willing to let herself get hurt. There just wasn’t anything that I could do about it right then.

      I said, “Finality. I’m going to stop their movements, but I won’t be able to attack Zion at the same time. I’m going to need you to handle him while I handle the girls.”

      Finality looked uncertain, her gaze sliding toward Zion. The man was too busy pouring his energy into the right prong to notice us. The sphere had fully formed, and he was trying to get the last one to come into existence too.

      I told her, “If he activates that machine, we’re all going to be dead.”

      Finality nodded. “I’ll handle him. You just handle them.”

      She didn’t ask me how I was going to do it. I was grateful for that. My use of the time spell earlier had left me exhausted, and I had little magic left in me. I knew that there wouldn’t be much time left before I was unable to use my powers anymore.

      But for the moment, I turned to my girls, and I used my mass control to pin all three girls to the ground. Their bodies smashed against the onyx stone that we had been fighting on. I could feel them thrashing against their bonds, but I held them. My gravity powers were the ones that I was the most familiar with, as they were the ones that I had used the most often.

      Still, they required effort to use in such a widespread manner. Kitten let out an inarticulate scream as she tried to push back against it, but I had altered the mass of the air around her so that she couldn’t even twitch a finger, let alone break free of where I had pinned her.

      The power was draining from me fast. I had already been tired, and this was a lot to try and do in one go on three full-powered, barely injured supers. Even Maybe was putting up a fight. Their powers were amplified by the fact that they were under Zion’s control and thus knew no concern for their own wellbeing and had no awareness of their own limits.

      I gritted my teeth together and screwed my eyes shut for a moment, reaching deep inside of myself to find the energy that I needed to hold them. Then I shouted, “Now, Finality!”

      She didn’t miss a beat, throwing herself toward Zion and shooting off with her energy blasts. The explosions hit the ground, but Zion was fast, and he was strong. We both knew that, as a singular unit, she was outmatched.

      Still, she did as I asked. She tried to bring him down, throwing her every action into it. The crackle of her energy blasts broke through the oppressive silence of this planet. The purple light danced in splotches in the corners of my vision. Zion took to the air, shooting back with his own vivid red bursts of light.

      They twisted around each other, the man managing to fly even though his wings were tattered. I thought it must have had something to do with the magic that he was using, which seemed more like Finality’s magic than anything the other etherites had been using – but that didn’t actually matter, did it?

      The man had stolen it from someone, no doubt, and he had taken it for himself. I might not have known how he did it, but I did know that he was too powerful. And beyond that, he was too cruel.

      A blast of red light slammed into Finality’s chest and knocked her to the ground. She hit it back first, hard enough to crack the platform, and skidded over the surface.

      “Finality!” The distraction had me loosen my magical hold some. Song Bird managed to get up onto her hands and knees. I forced her back down to the ground. “I can’t keep holding them!”

      I didn’t have any other ideas, though. If this didn’t work, then we would really have no choice but to kill them.

      Tears started to roll down the curve of my cheek. Finality managed to get up, one arm hanging at her side and massive burns over the front of her. She looked at me, and then Zion, and then at me again.

      Her eyes were a galaxy. I could practically see the way that she was twisting around me, an orbital display all of her own.

      And then she smiled at me!

      She smiled at me!

      Zion demanded, “What are you doing? Crack your head a little too hard when you went down that time?”

      “Toby,” said Finality. “Thank you. For everything.”

      A wave of coldness washed over me. I tried to extend my gravity magic to her as well, but I didn’t have the energy for it. My powers were already stretched too thin.

      “Finality,” I shouted. “Don’t do it!”

      But she had already taken flight, building up power around her hands. She let the purple light dance over her arms, expertly dodging every blow that Zion threw at her.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded with another snarl.

      She said nothing to him. The purple light covered her shoulders, and then crept out over her body. She was turning herself into a living bomb – and she launched herself, not at Zion, but at the string of orbs that had formed above her.

      The moment her body slammed into one of them, her powers exploded – and it triggered a chain reaction; the power orb blew up and so did two others that it had been touching.

      The force was like a tidal wave, knocking all of us down to the ground. For a moment, I couldn’t see through it, my vision failing under the energy assault. I could feel my body soaking it up, reinvigorated by the crash of stolen energy that was looking for somewhere to go.

      When it ended, my vision came back to me. Song Bird, Kitten, and Maybe were unconscious on the ground, no longer under Zion’s control but no longer able to help me either. There was only a single power orb in the sky between the two prongs, and it was small and barely half formed. We had just done some serious damage to Zion’s plans – but it could not be ignored that Finality lay on the ground between them, still, unmoving, and charred.
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      “Finality!”

      I flung myself over to Finality, ignoring the way that Zion screamed and raved behind me, shrieking as he tried to get the device restored to its original power. I could barely comprehend that anything existed outside of myself and the alien princess that I crouched beside. My magic gathered in my hands, but no matter how much of it I poured over Finality, the wounds would not heal.

      She was dead.

      She was dead, and it was my fault. I hadn’t made her feel welcomed enough. I didn’t let her know that there was something waiting for her at the end of this. She thought that Song Bird, Kitten, and Maybe were more important to me than she was – and that was wrong.

      Finality had been just as important. She had been a point on the stars that connected us together, and now she was gone. For a moment, I cradled her against my chest, tears running silently down my face. I tried in vain to bring her back, to use my magic to instil life into her heart again, but even with the overflowing power that the energy explosion had gifted me, it seemed that I had no control over that.

      And like a rubber band that had been pulled too tight, my grief suddenly snapped. White-hot rage filled me instead, running down my spine. I laid her down gently and then spun around to face Zion. “You did this! You killed her!”

      Zion laughed at me. “She killed herself! And now –”

      I screamed. The sheer rage that I felt came out in a ripple of gravity, which slammed into him and knocked him down. It was like a strange force had overtaken me. I waved one hand through the air, and five brilliant stars appeared in the sky above Zion. With a stamp of my foot, they launched themselves downward. Though he was able to avoid a few of them, one star lodged itself into his left shoulder like a knife.

      Zion shouted, staggering up onto his feet – but my rage pulsed again, and the star exploded in his shoulder, sending out a spray of blood. His hand snapped toward the wound as he wailed. “What is this?”

      This, I realized, was the power that the celestial nymphs had given me in the temple of universal magic. But that thought was an almost distant thing, registered without actually being registered. I was moving on pure instinct, pure rage. All I could think about was making Zion suffer, making him pay, making him come apart at the very seams like something soft and tender.

      I didn’t just want him dead anymore.

      I wanted him to hurt.

      I was going to make him hurt.

      The thought sent out another pulse wave of universal magic, five more stars appearing in the sky above me, angled toward him. Zion looked at them with apprehension this time, though he said, “There’s no way that I’m going to fall for the same trick twice.”

      And then the stars launched themselves through the air, lodging themselves into Zion. He phased backward at the last moment, using the dregs of his power. I could tell that the action hurt him. The stars exploded into nothing, harming no one, and I screamed, physically launching myself forward. The matter rippled beneath my feet, the very atoms that formed it phasing into a stage of both existence and nonexistence. I realized that this was what they meant.

      I was in the crux of life and death, of creation and destruction. I had the power of the universe, and the temple had the power of all things that had no being but were not truly gone.

      I wanted Zion to hurt, and that was the perfect way to make sure that he hurt forever.

      With a crazed look in my eyes, I launched myself at Zion. We danced around each other for a moment, me dodging his energy blasts, him dodging my grabs, but eventually, my hands curled around his shoulders, my nails biting hard into the back of them. I shifted matter, and I forced him down onto his knees before me, making him kneel as he had once made me kneel.

      But he didn’t look scared. He looked smug. “What now, hero? Do you think that there is any prison that can hold me?”

      “You think I’m going to arrest you?” I asked, disdain in my words. “You killed her! You killed her!”

      My voice broke on the last word.

      Zion stared up at me like he didn’t understand. “And you won’t stoop to my level, will you? Not a big brave hero like you.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I won’t stoop to your level.” I tightened my grip on his shoulders. “I’ll go lower. You will never know peace again, Zion.”

      I poured all of my energy into him. He struggled but had nowhere to go. The shift started down below at his feet. He tried to kick out and move about, but there was nowhere for him to go. He began to phase into a state of nothingness, yet his matter could not truly be twisted from existence.

      His form began to flicker as the object had back in the temple. Zion let out a scream of pure and utter pain. His body twisted even through the grip on the matter in the air around him. It travelled up his torso to his shoulders.

      I stepped back, willing the magic to continue over him, to trip him into an existence that none should ever be a part of. And when he went there – when there was nothing left of him – when he was just a smear in this reality, forever trapped in a void of between realms – then and only then did I collapse onto my knees and wail.
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      I had never known grief like that before. I collapsed forward onto the ground, kicking out with my feet, banging my fists against the onyx floor. The gravitation pull around me shifted into a flux, urged on by my true emotional meltdown. The final energy bolt that had still been partially formed between prongs exploded, and that crash of energy washed over me, absorbed into me.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Zion was gone, but so was Finality. At the end, I hadn’t been able to save her. I had lost her.

      “But you don’t have to,” said a voice. It was familiar and lilting. I jerked up onto my feet, spinning around. No one was there. Even with my true sight, I saw no one.

      “Show yourself,” I demanded.

      The voice said, “Take out my cube and destroy it.”

      It was soft and cadent, like music. In another situation, I might have been more uneasy and hesitant about doing such a thing, but in this moment, at this point in time, I didn’t care what happened next. I grabbed the cube, ripping it from the bag and throwing it onto the ground. The solid gold rippled beneath the light of the twin suns.

      I wasted no time, snapping a hand out to the side and using my powers over gravity to have my meteor hammer come rushing over to me. The chain snapped into my hand, and I jerked it backward, altering the matter in the spiked ball so it first flew seamlessly above my head and then came down on the golden cube with all the force that the ball could physically contain. It crushed the golden cube as though it were made of well used plastic.

      There was an explosion of light and a hiss, then golden dust filled the air. The dust took on the form of the woman that had pulled me out of the void before, the one that I was certain had once belonged to this society. She still appeared to be made entirely of golden light. There were no clothes outlined on her, just the shape of a woman’s body, with a small waist and a big bust. Her long hair flowed behind her, scattering out into a shattering of dust, brilliant and filled with light. However, as I stared at her longer, her body appeared to become more solid and physical, the form taking on a clearer definition.

      She was human once more, freed from whatever prison that cube had been trapping her in. She held out her hand, though I didn’t take it, and she told me, “Call me Madjid.”

      “I won’t call you anything,” I told her, trying to wipe the tears from my face. “I did what everyone wanted. Zion is dead.”

      “Yes,” said Madjid. She stepped forward, and the obelisk beneath her feet changed from black onyx to gold. The air seemed to shimmer with a bright light. “And now, you should be thanked.”

      “I don’t want your thanks,” I told her.

      Madjid said, “You saved the Earth, but you did more than that. You saved many planets from falling prey to his army. Earth is a unique planet, home to beings you know as supers. Should they fall fully under Zion’s control, then it would have been easy for him to wage war upon other, more peaceful planets.”

      “Yours was never peaceful,” I said.

      Madjid hummed. “My planet took what was needed to form a failsafe. Gold is a conductor for our magic.” She gestured at herself. “I was sacrificed by my people, blessed to become the guardian of this place. In my cube, I could do little to help, though I would become the key that a brave hero – the guardians – would need to keep the world in balance.”

      I swallowed hard, still wiping wetness from my cheeks. My eyes were burning. I kept turning to look at Finality without meaning to.

      It was on one of these looks that Madjid reached out, pressing the tips of her fingers against my cheeks and guiding my gaze back onto her.

      “And they trusted me with the ability to do one thing for the hero,” said Madjid, her voice growing soft. “You and I have more power coursing through us right now than any other beings in the universe. If we combine our magic, then there will still be a chance that your lost one can come back to you.”

      “What?” My eyes went wide.

      Madjid nodded at me, her newly solid hair tickling at the sides of her neck. There was something about her that seemed sincere. “You saved the universe, Tobias Gray. You saved everyone. And now, I will do what I can to save your lost one.”

      “What do I have to do?” I demanded. “I’ll do anything. Anything at all!”

      “I know that you will,” said Madjid. “I know. And for this, you will have a grand gift. All you must do is dance with me.”

      “Dance with you,” I echoed, the words sitting oddly on my tongue.

      She nodded at me, taking hold of my hands and pulling me backward, guiding me into the start of a dance. I didn’t know much about dancing, but I would do anything that Madjid asked of me if it meant that we were able to bring Finality back.

      I would give her all the magic in me if that was what she wanted.

      But she didn’t.

      For the moment, at least, she just wanted me to move with her.
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      At first, it really seemed like we were just dancing. But as we moved across the platform, I realized that she was siphoning my magic from where our hands were grasping against each other and using it to fuel her own. Each step and gliding motion across the surface of the platform transformed the onyx into gold.

      Where the onyx had done nothing to reflect the twin suns above us, which had finally begun to move again as time clicked back into being and proper place, the gold itself was a different story. It caught the light and twisted it so that it appeared as though the gold was on fire.

      Soon, over half of the surface was on fire. And then, almost the entire surface was glittering gold, with bright flares of red and orange on the surface of it reflected back up at us. It wasn’t until there was only one step left that I realized her body had begun to glow as well.

      When we landed on the last piece of onyx, she pulled me close and kissed me. I was surprised by it but eager to have something happen that I understood. Weaver had once had me get her off to combine our magic, and I could only imagine that this was heading in the same direction.

      I took control of the kiss, pulling one hand away from hers so that I could tangle it in the back of her hair, holding her still as I explored her mouth. We sunk down onto our knees together, refusing to so much as break the kiss that we were trapped in. I nipped at her lower lip and finally pulled my second hand free as well.

      It ran over her bare skin, over the front of her chest, her breast, her nipple. My fingers grazed over golden flesh, and she leaned into the kiss even more. I could feel the energy around us begin to build, and I realized that the golden platform we created was acting as a conduit for her magic and mine. It was building it up higher and higher, taking our energies and twisting it together so that it formed a single cohesive wave of building, brewing magic.

      My hand dropped down further, sliding over her belly and then pressing between her legs. Fingers found her pussy, wet and golden, and two of them pressed up inside of it. They stretched her open, quickly seeking out anything that would bring her more pleasure. My palm ground down hard against the nub of her clit as I set up a fast pace with my fingers, fucking up into her.

      She gasped and whined and shook with each motion of my hand. The energy continued to grow around us. The edges of the platform begin to exhibit a wall of light. It formed sides to the platform, and as Madjid’s pleasure grew, the lights formed an atrium-style ceiling as well. Golden energy stretched between it and began to rain down onto us.

      Madjid threw her arms around me and pressed her forehead against my shoulder. “Just like that,” she said. “Keep going! We’re almost there!”

      “I have you,” I told her. “You can give yourself to it. I’ll hold you.”

      With each word, I pounded my fingers up into her that much harder, grinding my palm against her clit with renewed energy. Her teeth sunk into the side of my neck. I let my magic drain off of me like water running down a slope, absorbed by the gold that I was sitting on and adding to the wall of energy that was forming around us.

      The energy began to rain down against us with more urgency, hot droplets of golden liquid that matted my hair to my head and ran down my cheeks like glittery tears. It landed on the girls as well, beginning to puddle on the ground around us.

      I fucked into her, stretching my fingers and twisting them together. Her hips shifted, grinding and rocking down against my hand, pressing down onto my fingers with as much force as she could. Her nails dug into my back as she started to keen louder, “ah, ah, ah!”

      And then she was cumming, spilling onto my palm and my fingers. I fucked her through it, wringing out every last ounce of pleasure, and in the process, wringing out every last ounce of magic too. The world grew brighter within the confines of the energy cage that had formed around us. Her orgasm released enough latent energy to push the wall over the edge. The rain let loose on us in a true deluge, and it blinded me as the golden glow became too bright to look at.

      I pulled my hand out from between her legs. She shoved me backward by the shoulders after giving me one last kiss. I hit the ground hard, back, then shoulders, and then my head cracking against it hard enough to make my head throb. And above us, above me, there was a strange sound. A ringing.

      Was that just in my head because I had cracked it so hard or was that actually happening? It was impossible to tell. I threw my arm up, trying to shield my eyes. The glow was so bright it could be seen even through my closed eyelids. The rain came down so hard that it was enough to choke on, and I had to roll onto my side to try and shield my nose and mouth.

      I was concerned for the girls, but I couldn’t find them in the bright golden glow. The rain crashed down.

      “Madjid,” I screamed. “What’s happening?”

      A voice sounded in my ear. “When they awake, simply cast your necklace onto the ground, and it will take you home.” And then it was gone, and only the sound of the pouring, crashing rain remained.

      I had no idea how long it lasted, only that I was drenched straight to the bones when it finally ended. I managed to crack open my eyes, finding that everything was coated in a thick layer of liquid gold, including my own body and that of the girls.

      I hurried over to them, helping Song Bird up from off of her back. She sat up sputtering, wiping at her face. It seemed as though the rain had rejuvenated her. With a hoarse voice, she asked, “What happened?”

      I didn’t have time to answer, rushing to help Maybe up as well, and then Kitten. They both sat up sputtering, but they sat up. They wiped the gold from their faces. Song Bird followed me. After I had helped up Kitten, she grabbed my shoulder and demanded to know, “Toby, what happened?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said, when a low groan filled the air. I glanced at Maybe, who had sat back down, but she was only trying to clear more of the golden rain from her face. It hadn’t been her.

      Something like joy welled up inside of my chest. I turned to look and was shocked to see that Finality had pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. Though Madjid had promised that she would be brought back to life, I had still been doubtful over it – as might have been expected.

      After all, a dead woman was a dead woman.

      But there she was, kneeling on the ground. Where the others had simply been covered in the gold, Finality appeared to be hacking up mouthfuls of the golden fluid. It coated her teeth as it splattered onto the ground beneath her. She coughed so hard that her shoulders were shaking.

      “Finality!” The word was ripped out of me. I ran toward her so fast that my boots skidded in the golden liquid on the surface of the platform. I threw myself down on the ground next to her, and I pulled her up against me.

      She seemed shocked and out of it, her gaze unfocused. But her arms wove around me like she knew that I would keep her safe.

      “She really did it,” I said, my tears falling once again. They cut clean, clear tracks through the wet gold on my face. Fat droplets fell onto her hair and cleared the gold from it as well. “She brought you back!”

      Though they still didn’t know what had happened, the other three women could tell that it must have been big. They weren’t blind. They could see that Zion was trapped in a state of nonexistence and eternal life, all at the same time, and they could see me sobbing over Finality.

      They waited until I had managed to get a hold of myself to say anything.

      Song Bird took a knee next to me. She put a hand on my shoulder. “If we go home first, will you tell us what happened?”

      “Yes,” I croaked, my voice hoarse. The exhaustion and energy expenditure was starting to catch up with me. “Yes, I will.”

      Maybe asked, “Does anyone actually know how to get home?”

      “I do,” I told her. I pressed a kiss to Finality’s forehead, ignoring the gold that smeared against my lips, and then finally stood back up. “And I promise, I’ll tell all of you what happened later. Just know that Zion is gone. We won.”

      “We won,” repeated Song Bird, a bit of awe in her voice.

      Kitten shook her head. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. If there’s anyone who could have done it, then it would have been you.”

      Maybe said, “I don’t understand why I don’t remember anything that happened. Or why I have such an awful headache.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “None of that matters.” I reached into my bag and pulled out the skull necklace, moving to stand at the very centre of the platform. “We’re going to leave this fucking planet behind, and we’re never going to come back.”

      Song Bird said, “That sounds like the perfect ending to this long damn day.”

      Kitten was the one who went over and helped Finality up. Though the colour was starting to come back to Finality’s cheeks, she clearly didn’t understand what was happening. I wasn’t really surprised. Somehow, it seemed like being brought back to life was probably not the kind of thing that was easy to handle.

      It seemed like the kind of thing that was going to take some time to truly comprehend.

      And she would have all of the time in the world once we got back home. I would make sure of it.

      Flashing everyone a tired, golden smile, I turned back to the final task that had been give to me: summon the portal and take us home.

      What would happen if this wasn’t actually going to bring us a portal? I had no idea. We would just be stuck here forever, I guessed.

      Not wanting that to happen, I simply poured as much of my remaining energy into the necklace as I threw it at the ground, altering the mass to ensure that the crystal skull shattered upon impact.

      A bright white light shot out of the skull. It moved through the air like a moth of pure starlight, only it seemed to be forming a permanent line in the air. The moth carved a portal into the world and then vanished through it, solidifying the light.

      “After you all,” I told them.

      They tried to argue with me, but I had come too close to losing all of them once already today, and I wouldn’t hear anything of it. Kitten helped Finality through the portal first, and then Maybe went through it.

      Song Bird held out her hand, taking hold of mine. “We’ll do it together.”

      “I like the sound of that,” I told her. Stepping close, I pressed a quick, chaste kiss to her lips before we moved through the portal, letting the white light devour us. I didn’t know where it would spit us out… but Madjid had brought Finality back to life, and I found that I trusted her to get us home too.

      For some reason, I knew that she was honestly on our side.
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            AND THE WORLD FALLS BACK INTO PLACE

          

        

      

    

    
      When we returned to Earth, the portal dropped us into the lair beneath the subway system. It seemed almost too convenient, but I was glad to be back in the familiar halls. We were in a room with black floors. The walls were lined with strange glass cubes. It was a container room of some sort. Each glass cube held an object in it. I knew that these were the weapons of other heroes, but I was too exhausted to try and figure any of them out. My gaze bounced off of them, noting that they were there and noting that they were not ones that I had seen before.

      I hadn’t been beneath this part of the city, that much was clear. “Song Bird?”

      She nodded at me, “I’ll lead the way. Toby, tell us what happened.”

      As she led us through the tunnels of the subway base, I told her everything that had happened. About how Zion had taken them under his control, and how Finality had been brave enough to sacrifice herself for them. She was more with us now, and her gaze slid toward me when I called her brave.

      I continued explaining what happened – though I glossed over the details of my own fight a fair bit, not wanting to sound full of myself. And not wanting to relive it either. The anger still sat on the back of my tongue. There was a part of me that wished I had made Zion suffer more before that final hit, though I tried to remind myself that he would now be suffering for an entire eternity and then some.

      Instead, I spoke about Madjid, telling them that she must have been one of the original people who lived on that planet, and explaining the dance. Again, I glossed over the details of how we truly gathered enough energy for the revival, but I was fairly certain that they all knew what I was talking about anyway.

      Kitten said, “At least that explains all this gold.”

      It had dried on us and was now starting to flake off of us with each step that we took. The golden paper seemed to scrub and shimmer, leaving our skin clear. When it came off of our uniforms, we were surprised to see that it had taken all of the colour off of it, as though it had cleansed it back to its original state.

      Song Bird led us to a room made of black walls with a white floor. There were several shower heads in the wall and a single pull cord at the centre of the room. The floor had three drains built into it at the centre of a slight incline.

      “This is the decontamination chamber,” she explained. “We should get cleaned up here before tracing this elsewhere. We don’t actually know what it is.”

      Kitten said, “You don’t want a sample of it?”

      “I don’t want any of it left here,” said Song Bird. “And I don’t think that we’re ever going to come across it again. Not unless Zion comes back.”

      “There’s no way that he’ll come back,” I told them. “Ever.”

      If they were unsettled by how I had handled his demise, no one said it. Not even Maybe had an ounce of sympathy to spare for the man. There was nothing sensual about the shower either. It was all purely business. We stripped out of our clothing, and then Song Bird pulled the cord.

      Hot, steamy water shot out of the nozzles on the wall. We were all more than happy to step under the spray, letting it wash over us. Not only did it feel good to get the drying gold sheen off of our skin, but the heat slammed into my muscles and started undoing the knots that had built in them.

      I had no idea how long we had been off Earth, especially at the end when time didn’t seem to be working right. All I knew was that, in that moment, I had never been so exhausted.

      My forehead thumped against the wall, and I just stood there, letting the pounding water wash over my back. One of the girls came over and started to use their hands to wipe the golden smears from me. I was too tired to even open my eyes, simply standing there and letting them.

      Eventually, the water, which ran on a timer to ensure that proper decontamination occurred, stopped on its own. I groaned as cold air washed over me, but I pulled myself away from the wall and turned around in time to see a panel sliding open with a pneumatic hiss.

      The panel contained several sweat suits of various sizes, clearly one suit for each member of Song Bird’s former team. She pulled on her own outfit and then helped us all find a new pair to wear, though none of it fit us very well.

      The ill fit didn’t change the fact that the clothes were clean, smelling of detergent, and even more importantly, they were soft. The cottony fabric was a welcome relief after all that eye-tearing gold too.

      Once we had been properly cleaned up and changed, Song Bird led us through the tunnels once more, guiding us up toward the much more familiar section. Memorabilia of all sorts lined the walls. From the decontamination room, we passed through one of the many storage halls.

      Massive tubes filled with a glowing blue jelly were scattered about the halls of the room, casting it in a strange glow. Like the cubes in the entrance, these were also storage containers. My own meteor hammer had been contained in one of these tubes. It was in this room that I had also found the golden cube, the one that we now knew Weaver had placed there for us on purpose.

      Eventually, we stepped out into the tech room. The tech room was filled up with computers on every wall. Some of them were old bulky looking systems, but most of them were made with state-of-the-art technology. A few of them even had alien technology woven into their mainframes to make it easier to contact heroes from other branches that were outside of a normal connectivity zone. Several chairs were set up around the room. It was normally maintained by one super and several sidekick-style techs that were brought in to help keep things running.

      Kitten asked, “What are we doing up here?”

      “I need to know what’s going on elsewhere in the city,” said Song Bird. “We need to know what’s happening out on the coast.”

      “She’s right,” I said, though I really did just want to go home, curl up in a ball, and go to sleep. “We need to know what sort of a mess Zion left and if we’re the only ones left to clean it up.”

      “God,” said Kitten. “I hope not.”

      Song Bird’s fingers flew over the computer keyboard. One monitor lit up, displaying a news program. Several other programs were flashing through other backgrounds, as were the images and names of several of the heroes that had once called the coast their home.

      The volume popped on for the news broadcast. The woman on the screen was saying, “All cross the country, people have begun to return home. While there is still no news on what happened exactly, the power that had been corrupting our loyal citizens appears to have been released.”

      It flashed to people returning home, wandering the streets, and looking confused.

      Then the woman came back, and she explained, “Unfortunately, not everything has turned out smelling like roses. We have been receiving reports all morning about a mass amount of dead heroes, including several members of the Big Leaguers, the heroes who had once sworn to protect this planet. It is being assumed that someone else is responsible for setting us free from – whatever we had been enduring, though no one has come forward to claim the glory.”

      “We’re going to have to do that,” Song Bird said.

      I frowned. “Why? I didn’t do it for glory.”

      Song Bird shook her head. “Because the Big Leaguers are dead and people are scared. We need to let them know that there’s still someone around that’s capable of keeping them safe.”

      “Oh. That… makes sense,” I said, though I still didn’t really want to have anything to do with claiming this glory.

      Song Bird promised, “Don't worry. I’ll do my best to handle it for you.” And then, “You should all go home.”

      Maybe shook her head. “I’m going to stay here with you until you’re done, and then you’re going to come home with me.”

      I expected Song Bird to argue, especially since she was still not wearing her mask. She didn’t. She just nodded her head and returned to her typing. I could only imagine that she was trying to see which of her friends had survived Zion’s original assault on the country.

      Kitten said, “I’m not waiting here. I’m going home.” She grabbed me by the shirt and pulled me in for a searing kiss, then backed away. “I’ll find you later.”

      And with that, she vanished into the darkness. A sense of ease was starting to fall over me, comfortable and warm. Though it had been the most difficult thing of my life, we had managed to defeat Zion. The world had been saved. The universe had been saved. But most important of all, my girls had been saved.

      I turned to Finality, who was simply staring at the screen with a blank look on her face. Then I offered her the hand that the star was emblazoned on. “Are you ready?”

      She startled and turned toward me, her hair still wet and dripping water from the shower that we had taken in the decontamination chamber. Her antennae twitched, just a little bit. “Ready for what?”

      “To go,” I said.

      Finality frowned a little bit. She admitted, “I do not know where I would go. I had been… simply staying wherever Zion had taken over.”

      Song Bird glanced at me as though wanting to make sure that I could cover it. I waved her off, and she returned to her work. Maybe gave me a reassuring smile and a kiss on the cheek and then moved to perch on the chair next to Song Bird.

      I wiggled my fingers again, clearly bidding her to take them. Finality hesitated for a moment but eventually gave in, curling her fingers around my palm, tangling our grip together.

      Finality said, “I do not understand.”

      I pulled her hand up and pressed a simple, chaste kiss to the backs of her knuckles. As much as I wanted to give her a real kiss, I knew that she had been through a lot – not just today, but over the last few weeks. She had lost so much and found so much. I didn’t want to push her too hard.

      But I kissed the backs of her knuckles, and then I looked up at her, flashing her a smile, and I told her, “You’re going to stay with me. If that’s okay, I mean. I’m sure we can probably find a hotel if that’s what you want or get you a room in here, but…”

      I trailed off. Finality stared at me with wide eyes. Her lips parted a little bit. She glanced at Maybe and Song Bird as though looking to see if that was alright with them.

      Song Bird was too focused on what she was doing to look up, but Maybe gave Finality a reassuring smile and a nod of her head.

      Finality turned back to me. “You would let me stay with you?”

      “I want you to stay with me,” I corrected her. “I promise, you’ll enjoy it.”

      A softness crossed her expression that I had never seen on her before. She told me, “I have done so much wrong, and yet you have never been anything but kind. I would be honoured to stay with you, Toby.”

      “And I’m honoured to have someone as brave as you,” I told her in turn. “Now come on, Finality. Let’s go home.”
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            HOME COMES AND HOME GOES

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the next week, Finality and I got to know each other in a far more intimate way. We were able to actually learn about what each other liked, the food we enjoyed eating, the things that we enjoyed doing. Finality spent a lot of time reading, trying to learn as much about Earth as she could, and even more time watching birds through the windows of my house. I assured her that she would always have a home with me, and she had been more than receptive to it – over time, at least.

      As things progressed, she became less reclusive as well. And soon, we even shared a sweet kiss. While we have yet to sleep with each other, it was made clear that we cared for each other and are ‘dating’ in a way now. I did everything that I could to make it clear that I was in love with her and that she meant just as much to me as the others.

      Maybe was a huge help with that. She came by often, bringing things not just for me – mostly food – but also for Finality; and these gifts ranged in everything from clothing to toys to little collectibles and new books for her to read.

      As such, when she knocked on my door near the end of the day, that was what I assumed she was there for. She even had a brown paper bag with her!

      I leaned in and gave her a kiss, snatching the bag from her hands and carrying it into the kitchen for her, where I put it down on the table. “More books?”

      “More books,” she said in agreement. “And a few other things for her. I figured that I would bring it by today since I needed to see you anyway.”

      “Oh, you needed to see me, did you?” I moved over to her, wrapping my arms around her waist. “I thought our date was tomorrow?” The ease dropped from my voice. “Wait, wait, it is tomorrow, isn’t it?”

      Maybe laughed, rocking up onto the balls of her feet so she could give me a kiss on the lips, chaste but passionate. “Relax. It’s tomorrow, but that’s not what I’m here for.”

      “Okay,” I said, relieved. “Okay, then what are you here for?”

      Maybe said, “I was asked to pass on a message.”

      “Not for another reporter?” I had come to discover that reporters were a bit like roaches in that they were everywhere and always seemed to multiply. Also, no matter what you did, you were never able to fully shake them.

      “No,” she said. “Though you might want to avoid the garage today. I’m pretty sure that Channel Seven is lurking out there.”

      “I don’t understand how they managed to make a connection between us,” I complained.

      Maybe said, “Because you’re living with Finality. Just be glad they only think you’re a friend of Gravity’s, and they haven’t figured out –”

      I slapped a hand over her mouth, stopping her from continuing. “I’m not convinced that they haven’t bugged this place.”

      Finality stepped out of the back room, wearing a loose sundress. It was still odd to see her in human clothes, though I couldn’t deny that I loved the way that it looked on her. There was such a stunning curve to her body, a sharpness to the way that she moved that I just couldn’t ignore.

      Maybe licked the palm of my hand. I made a disgusted sound and yanked it back, more on instinct than anything else. As soon as she had been freed, Maybe snatched the bag off of the table and hurried over to give it to Finality.

      “Here,” she said brightly. “I brought these for you.”

      “You do not have to keep bringing me things,” said Finality, but she clutched the bag against her chest as though afraid that someone would try and take it.

      “I like bringing you things,” Maybe countered.

      I followed them into the living room, waiting until they had both sat down on the couch. Then I leaned over the back of it in between the two of them, asking, “What did you come out here for then, if it wasn’t just to drop this off?”

      Maybe said, “You’re wanted down below.”

      It was clear that, despite thinking I was paranoid about it, Maybe was trying to respect my comment about the apartment being bugged. There was a distinct curl to her words that said ‘I’m just humouring you right now,’ but that was fine. I appreciated that she would do that, and even more importantly, I knew exactly what she was talking about.

      Down below. That meant that Song Bird wanted me for something. I hadn’t seen her or Kitten in a week, not since our first press debriefing as an official team. I had been thinking about them a lot but wasn’t sure if I could just show up down in their base – and with no other way to contact them, that meant that I had nothing to do but wait and hope that they would reach out to me.

      It seemed as though my patience had finally paid off.

      I asked, “Is something wrong?”

      Maybe said, “I don’t know for certain, but she didn’t sound all that upset. I wouldn’t put it off anyway, just to be on the safe side.”

      “I won’t,” I promised her. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and then turned my head, pressing a kiss to Finality’s cheek too. It never failed to make her blush, which never failed to make me smile. “I’ll be back later.”

      “I’ll still be here,” said Maybe.

      They both would, which was a nice thought. It was good to come home to them. I wished that I could come home to Kitten and Song Bird too, but the city was still in a lot of chaos. I had hopes that they would come by more often once everything settled down.

      So long as they weren’t calling me in to tell me that there was a new danger to the Earth or something like that.

      The thought was unsettling. I turned and found myself hurrying toward the subway much quicker than I normally would.
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            A FINAL HELLO

          

        

      

    

    
      The subway tunnel was no longer filled with ghosts, but with hope. People lined the walkways, waiting for their train. I had to move through the tunnels quickly, pulling away from the active locations and stepping into the empty, shut down sections of the subway.

      I made my way through the first tunnel and then continued on through an off-branching tunnel and stopped at a room that contained an old, broken-down bathroom. The room had been purposefully left in a state of disrepair to stop people from coming in and messing with it. The less people that came into this bathroom, the easier it was to use as an entrance into the secret base that stretched out beneath the entire city.

      I easily opened up the first door. It slid open and revealed a wall with a heavy metal door on it. The door had to be opened with a fingerprint scanner, much like the main entrance. My print had been added into the system, which meant that I could come and go whenever I wanted to. The lights flicked on, and the machine whirred as it registered my print and ran it through the database.

      It slid open to reveal a room with black floors. I had already memorized everyone who had an item in these containers, which lined the walls, and didn’t have the time to stop and look through them, even if I had not. Instead, I just hurried through the tunnels of the secret base, scurrying toward the tech room.

      That was normally where Song Bird waited for me – and today was no exception. She was right there, sitting on one of the chairs, and Kitten was perched on another one.

      Kitten’s head snapped up when I entered the room. She jumped off the chair and hurried over to me, where she grabbed me by the shoulders and kissed me. Her sharp teeth dug into my lower lip, but I quickly took control of the kiss and claimed her mouth instead.

      We were both breathless when she pulled back, her cheeks red and her eyes narrowed. “About time you showed up.”

      “Sorry?” I joked.

      She didn’t seem amused. She said, “We’ve been waiting for ages.”

      “Then you should have gotten in touch with me instead of waiting and sending Maybe over to get me,” I told her, and then I turned and went to kiss Song Bird too, though it wasn’t quite so rough or hurried.

      She was wearing her silver eternity mask rather than a remake of her porcelain doll mask. It was white, lined with strange silver markings, and she had silver music notes woven into some sections of her bodysuit. And I could see almost all of her face while she wore it, which was a novelty that I knew I would never get tired of.

      When we parted, I asked, “Whatever the problem is, tell me that it has nothing to do with Zion. Like, start with that, and then go from there.”

      “It has nothing to do with Zion,” said Song Bird.

      I let out a relieved sigh and dropped down into my chair. “Thank God. Okay, what’s the problem?”

      Kitten draped herself over the back of my chair, wrapping her arms around my front. “Nothing.”

      “What?” I frowned a little bit, my brows pinching down. “What do you mean nothing’s the problem? Maybe said –”

      “I don’t know what Maybe said,” interrupted Kitten. “But she was just supposed to tell you that we wanted to see you.”

      I paused and then relented, “That’s all she told me. I just assumed…”

      “I can’t come by your apartment until it’s not watched by so many cameras,” said Kitten. “I can’t hide my physical super traits. They aren’t like the others, where you just have to take off a mask.” She tilted her head to the side, nuzzling up against me. “I just wanted to see you.”

      Something in my chest went light and warm. I placed a hand over the curve of her wrist, my fingers resting there very lightly. “I wanted to see the both of you too.”

      “Good,” said Song Bird. She stood up, moving to slide between my legs. I spread them so there was more room for her to stand there. She pressed her hands to my shoulders, using them to brace herself as she leaned down to kiss me.

      It was tongue and teeth and endless passion, the sort of love and hope that you didn’t get everywhere. I wanted it to last for an eternity – and I thought that it just might. As we kissed, Kitten ran her hands over the curve of my arm, shoving one hand down the front of my tee shirt so that she could pet over my bare skin.

      I reached backward so that I could press one palm to the back of Kitten’s neck, settling the other one on the curve of Song Bird’s hip. My finger found the sharp point of the bone there, and she let out a sigh in my mouth.

      Her tongue danced over my lower lip and the front of my teeth. She tasted like cherries and something else that was just a little bit sharp.

      When she pulled back, it was just by a centimetre at the most, and only so she could tell me, “Good,” again, followed by, “Because we plan on keeping you here for a while.”

      I smiled at that and, with no arguments or protests, settled in to catch up on lost time with two of my four girls – through it all, I longed for the moment when they could all come to my house, and we wouldn’t have to keep seeing each other in secret.

      But… as amazing as that was going to be, I wouldn’t deny that this was pretty great too. It had been hard, and painful, and terrifying.

      At the end of the day, though, we had won. And now, we could be together in peace.

      All five of us.

      

      ***

      

      This is THE END of the Maybe a Hero trilogy. I hope you’ve enjoyed the ride. Be on the look out for a new release soon and please drop a review if you have the time…
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