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      Without the nudus shield to protect us, Gianne’s and Brisha’s fleets surged downward, with nothing standing in their way. A moment later, Fed ships appeared behind them, recovering from their failed ambush to trail the last of the silver-and-green vessels, raining blasts upon the queens’ armies. A few of Brisha’s defiant forces turned to retaliate, but the majority followed Gianne’s ships, no doubt eager to cut her off on behalf of their deceased leader. Everyone seemed to be shooting at everyone, and the whole battlefield was a mass of confusion.

      I supposed the rebels gaining immortality was more important than fighting it out on Vysanthe. Besides, with Brisha dead, her forces seemed intent on chasing down those who’d killed her. If they could take Gianne, perhaps they thought they could claim the victory for their deceased queen. “What is your status? Over!” I yelled into the comms device, screaming at the top of my lungs to be heard over the roar of engines and artillery. “We need to fire on the queens! Once they’re dealt with, we can go back to destroying the rebel base! We have enough soldiers on the ground to hold the rebels!” It wasn’t quite true, but there was no way we could hold off the queens’ numbers combined with those of the rebels.

      The comms device crackled. “The shield is down. All shield-bearers have been taken out,” Agent Phocida replied, though she was hard to make out.

      I really wished they’d stop saying that—what did “taken out” mean? What had happened to my friends? I knew they’d have done everything in their power to keep the shields up. The only way they’d have given up was if they’d been forced to… though I couldn’t allow myself to dwell on that right now. I was already surrounded by death; I wasn’t sure I could handle adding my friends to the pile. No, I wouldn’t believe the worst until someone actually said the words to me.

      “We must destroy the rebel dome and take out both in one fell swoop!” Agent Phocida barked through the comms device.

      “We need to focus our forces! Focus on the queens, for God’s sake!” I fired back, glancing at Navan. Stone was bleeding out with every moment we wasted, but there was no such thing as a safe haven here. I looked around for the Rexombran guard who’d gone to deal with the sniper that had shot Stone, but they’d disappeared into the fray. I grimaced, wanting to know who was responsible for cutting him down like this. It had to be someone who knew his value, though I didn’t want to consider what that might mean. It was the same worrying shiver I’d felt, realizing someone must have known about the nudus shield and the locations of the shield-bearers.

      “We must destroy both!” Agent Phocida repeated, before her voice cut out altogether.

      “No! Focus your—you idiot merevins!” Through the glimmering transparency of the upper half of the rebel dome, I could see Fed ships settling all around, targeting their fire at the dome itself, eager to break it down. Behind, Gianne’s fleet was firing on them, and smoke was rising from the Fed vessels, though their barrier technology was doing its best to keep out the worst of the damage.

      “You won’t get them to listen,” Navan said, pulling Stone gently to the edge of the shipping container. Bashrik hurried up to the container and helped to get him down as I crouched low, staying on high alert, keeping both hands full of knives in case anyone tried to strike at us.

      The entire base was in chaos, bodies littering the ground in growing piles that made my stomach turn. Everyone was so streaked with blood and grime that it was hard to tell one faction from another. I noticed the blur of Rexombra killing clusters of enemy shifters and coldbloods without them even realizing that death had come to their door—surprise remained on their faces, even as they collapsed.

      With Stone dangling between Bashrik and Navan, we sprinted across the battleground toward one of the towers. It was the same one from which the sniper had shot Stone, though the sniper had long since been dealt with by the Rexombra; I’d seen them tear the gunman from his vantage point. I scoured the ground for any sign of the culprit, but there were so many bodies tangled together that it was impossible to pick out a specific individual.

      Frustrated, I followed the others around to the back of the tower and crouched behind a stack of scrap metal. It was quieter here, tucked away where nobody could see us, though I was still aware that nowhere was truly safe. All around us, the roar of Fed ships and Vysanthean ships pummeling the rebel dome pounded out a heavy percussion, which was starting to give me a headache.

      “Who’s doing all of this?” I growled. “Who took down our shield? Who knew to shoot Stone? There’s something fishy going on here.”

      “You think it’s a merevin spy?” Bashrik murmured. In any other situation, I’d have laughed, but this was no time for amusement.

      “I don’t know, but it’s someone who knows way too much!”

      Navan frowned. “I imagine one of Orion’s men took out Stone, after realizing what he was doing with the shield.”

      I shook my head. “No, it can’t be that simple. Nobody would have known what Stone was doing. They probably don’t even remember that ambakas exist. To them, he would have looked like a guy standing up on a container, doing something kind of weird.”

      “Aside from the big blue shield, you mean? That made him a pretty obvious target,” Bashrik replied.

      “Maybe, but I can’t help thinking there’s more to this. It feels more targeted than that.” I glanced down at Stone, sinking to my knees so I could get a better look at his wounds. He was still semi-conscious, his face contorted in pain, his third eye closed of its own volition.

      “Weren’t expectin’ that, I gotta say,” he hissed through gritted teeth.

      I smiled at him apologetically. “I’m just going to check something. This might be a little painful.”

      “S’already bloody painful!”

      “Sorry, Stone.” I reached forward and peeled away the sodden strips of uniform I’d used to put pressure on the wound. Every piece was drenched in strange, vibrant orange blood that stained my hands. “Can I lift your shirt?” I asked, feeling a bit embarrassed in front of Navan.

      He laughed, though it quickly descended into a fit of agonized coughing. “Aye, go ahead. Might as well… show me muscles off… to some lass before I cop it.”

      “You aren’t going to ‘cop it,’ Stone. You’ll be fine,” I said reassuringly, though I had no idea whether that was true or not. Still, situations like this called for a bit of wishful thinking.

      “Didn’t know ye were a doc as well as a captain,” he teased.

      “I’m a woman of many talents.”

      “I bet ye—” He paused, flashing an apologetic look at Navan. “Never mind.”

      With him silent, I pulled his soaked shirt up to the top of his chest, revealing a muscled torso and abdomen covered in intricate tattoos. He had none on his arms, giving no indication that there were secret works of art beneath his shirt. They were some of the most lifelike, beautiful tattoos I’d ever seen, though I didn’t know what any of them meant. Above his hip, there was a family of ambakas with flowers woven in their hair, their third eyes all closed. There were celestial scenes, too, marking out planets and stars, but it was the image of a young woman that caught my eye. It was in full color, her hair flowing in coppery strands, her eyes turned out, though her third one was closed, too. There, in the very center of her forehead, was the spot where the bullet had entered.

      The blood around the entry wound was starting to congeal, marring the tattooed face of the young woman, but he’d already lost a lot of it. Carefully, I peered around to look at his back, finding the exit wound on the other side. Fortunately, it seemed to have missed his spinal cord, and since he was breathing well enough, I reasoned his lungs might be okay, too.

      “How’s it look, doc?” Stone asked.

      I looked closer, a shiver of dread bristling up my own spine. “You got hit by a human bullet. This wasn’t done by any of the rebels.”

      “Could’ve been a human gun they’d stolen from nearby,” Bashrik suggested.

      “Not when they’ve got coldblood guns at their disposal,” I countered, pulling Stone’s shirt back down. “A human did this. I’m sure of it.”

      “How can you know?” Navan asked.

      I flashed him a smile. “I’ve got an idea to prove it, and you’re going to help me.” I looked up at Bashrik. “Bash, keep pressure on this wound until I get back, okay?”

      “Will do.” He took over, pressing down hard on the spot where the bullet had entered.

      With that, I grabbed Navan’s hand and darted back out onto the battleground with him, keeping to the base of the tower as we reached the section of ground where the Rexombra had pulled down the sniper. I’d seen them do it, though I’d been so preoccupied that I hadn’t been able to give them my full focus. Now, however, my attention was entirely on finding that sniping bastard, even if I had to upturn every single body.

      “He’s in this mess somewhere,” I explained, gesturing at the piles of corpses. Some of the coldblood bodies were already disintegrating, leaving an overwhelming, metallic tang in the air.

      “You’re sure?”

      “I saw the Rexombra pull him down. He’s definitely in here somewhere.”

      As I protected Navan with my knives and the unused pistols at my side, firing at any enemy who dared to come too close, he sifted through the clutter of bodies. I struggled to hold on to the contents of my stomach as I watched him claw through a slick pile of shifter innards, though I knew this was all for the greater good. If I could prove my theory, I understood it would only complicate things further, but I had to know who’d done this—I had to start putting the pieces together in my mind.

      “Here!” Navan called, gesturing to a corpse that lay close to the bottom of the pile. There, lying on the ground with glazed-over eyes, was the body of a human soldier wearing a special ops uniform. Even if the black fatigues hadn’t given him away, I could’ve guessed from the military badges he wore on his sleeve. There were dog tags tucked into his collar, too, though they only gave his name: Sergeant S. Barnes. It probably wasn’t even his real name, just a code name to identify him if he fell in battle.

      “I was right,” I whispered, though it didn’t bring me much comfort.

      Navan nodded. “And we might be in even more trouble than we thought. Come on, we need to get Stone out of here and keep moving.”

      Following in Navan’s footsteps, I shot down a creeping shifter before we rounded the back of the tower, where I could hear Stone’s voice getting louder, his tone desperate.

      “Where’s Ren? Why ain’t you tellin’ me nothin’? I thought we was pals!” He was gripping Bashrik’s collar, his knuckles white.

      “We don’t know where she is. We don’t know where Angie is, either. You and me are in the same boat right now. All right?” Bashrik replied, his voice breaking. This seemed to appease Stone, whose hands relaxed on Bashrik’s collar as Navan and I approached.

      Stone shot me a mournful glance. “Does no one… know where any of ‘em are?”

      “The only thing we’ve heard is that they were ‘taken out.’ It’s all they keep saying. I don’t know what that means.” I took a weary breath, forcing away the dark thoughts that threatened to overwhelm me—images of them lying dead on a field somewhere, so far away from home and everyone they loved. I’d seen them dead before, in the visions that Kaido’s weird botanicals had wrought upon my brain. I just hoped those weren’t some terrible prophecy coming true.

      “And that’s the least of our worries,” Navan added. “We just found a human soldier on the battlefield. Riley thinks he’s the one who shot you, Stone, so we should probably get away from here before someone else tries again.”

      “Why’d one o’ your lot want to snipe me? I was doin’ yer planet a favor.”

      “I know that. That’s why we need to get to the bottom of what’s going on here,” I said. “That soldier taking you out isn’t a coincidence—it has got to be connected to what happened to the others.”

      Navan pulled Stone’s arm around his shoulder, while the ambaka draped his other arm across Bashrik’s shoulders. I guessed either of the coldbloods could have picked him up like a baby and carried him to safety, but that wouldn’t have been particularly dignified for a thief of Stone’s reputation.

      “Could it be the US president? He was working with Orion,” Navan noted, as we headed for the dome’s perimeter. We’d be safer somewhere close to the edge, away from the fighting, while we decided on a better plan of action. After all, I couldn’t hear a thing through my comms device anymore.

      “It doesn’t make sense for the president or Orion to be involved in breaking down the nudus shield,” I replied. “If they saw my broadcast, which the president definitely would have, then they’d have known what the nudus shield was for. The rebels would never have tried to dismantle it, knowing it would allow the queens’ fleets to land here. They wouldn’t put themselves at risk like that. It worked in their favor to keep it up.”

      Bashrik shot me a nervous look. “Speaking of the queens’ fleets—what are we supposed to do about them? The Feds seem focused on shattering the rebel dome first. If they don’t retaliate soon, Gianne will have weakened their barrier technology and decimated them before they’ve turned a single blaster in her direction.”

      “At least Brisha’s fleet hasn’t turned on the Fed just yet,” Navan added. “They seem content to fire on Gianne, for the time being.”

      I looked up through the glimmering dome of the rebel base and saw that he was right. The silver-and-green ships were firing solely at their red-and-black counterparts, while Gianne’s vessels were firing in all directions.

      “It’s not much of a comfort,” I muttered, turning back to the others. “Honestly, I have no idea what we’re going to do about Gianne. I thought the Fed could handle it, but now I’m not so sure.” I didn’t want to say it out loud, but it seemed as though the Fed was more intent on getting to the elixir than defending us from Gianne’s fleet.

      We’d just reached the perimeter of the dome when a figure emerged from the tree-line of the woodland beyond. They were sprinting toward us.
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      The dome’s transparency wasn’t as clear here, the glimmering barrier crackling like distortion on a TV screen, but I could make out the shape of Commander Mahlo as she came closer. We exited the dome to meet her halfway.

      “Commander Mahlo,” I said, hoping I sounded authoritative.

      “Captain Idrax,” she replied. “I see we have a casualty. I thought as much, when this section of shield went down.”

      “Can you do anything about Agent Phocida? I told her to focus fire on the queens’ ships, but she ignored me.”

      Commander Mahlo nodded. “It is already being taken care of, though I commend your military mind. I’ve informed my troops to turn the full might of their forces on the queens’ ships, to drive them away from the rebel base. With enough firepower, they’ll have no choice but to retreat elsewhere, though we will be sure to follow them wherever they may go.”

      I peered over my shoulder to see agents pouring out of the dome to board waiting ships, which were already lifting into the air, their guns swiveling toward Gianne’s fleet. This was the pincer movement I’d hoped for, with Fed ships firing from all angles, while what remained of Brisha’s fleet continued to hammer into the side of Gianne’s vessels.

      “You should use the silver-and-green ships to your advantage, while you can,” I said, turning back to Commander Mahlo. “They’ll likely turn on you in the end, or try to escape, but for now they have the same goal as you: they want to take out Gianne.”

      “Noted, Captain Idrax. Truly, if you make it through this, perhaps you should consider a job in the Fed.” She flashed me a smile, though I wasn’t sure I liked the idea, given how useless they’d been in preventing Orion from infiltrating my home planet.

      “I’ll think about it,” I replied.

      “Well, you should also think about getting in your ship and coming with us to force Gianne out of Earth’s atmosphere. First, I imagine you will need a moment to patch up our special friend here.” She gestured toward Stone, who giggled deliriously.

      “Only one lass whose special pal I wanna be,” he mumbled, smirking. “She ain’t as hairy as you, though I’ve got nought against you wolfies. I love ‘em. One of me best mates is one.”

      Commander Mahlo ignored the woozy Stone. “We can fight the rebels later. They won’t be able to get far—we still have several ships stationed around the planet in case anyone tries to escape.”

      I grimaced. “I’m guessing they didn’t pick up a stealth ship leaving the atmosphere?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “The ship you gave us was taken by a crazy fae called Mauve,” Navan explained. “I imagine your agents didn’t realize there wasn’t a Fed inside.”

      “I imagine you’re right,” Commander Mahlo replied, with a tense sigh. “No matter. You may use the med bay on my ship to patch up Stone so we can get him back on the field as soon as possible, and then you may follow us in it. The controls should be familiar enough.”

      Bashrik shook his head violently. “We’re not going anywhere until you tell us what happened to the shield-bearers.”

      The commander sighed. “I’m sorry to say that I have no update yet on what happened to your friends. I can see you’re anxious to know their fate, but we can’t get through to the agents who were stationed with them. Four scout ships will shortly be sent to each location, so we should know more soon enough.”

      “Will you tell us as soon as you hear something?” I pressed, holding my comms device out to her. “This doesn’t seem to be working. I may need another one.”

      “I think it’s more likely that Agent Phocida has cut communications with you. She is refusing to abide by my commands, though her fleet is fortunately following my lead,” Commander Mahlo explained. “She may be the only one left firing on the base once everyone has gone.”

      “I want to go in one of the scout ships,” Bashrik blurted out. “I want to find Angie myself.”

      Stone nodded sleepily. “Aye, count me in!”

      “Bashrik, you may join me if you wish, and I’ll put you aboard one of the scout ships once our battle with Gianne is over. Stone, I’m afraid you will have to sit this one out,” Commander Mahlo responded. Bashrik almost dropped Stone’s arm in his eagerness to board the other ship, but Navan reached out and pulled him back, giving him a hard stare.

      “Are you sure about this? We don’t know who’s responsible for this. You might be walking into a trap, or worse.”

      Bashrik gave him a serious look. “Wouldn’t you do the same if it were Riley? If ending this fight is the only way I can find her, then so be it.”

      Navan loosened his grip on his brother’s shoulder. “Just… take care of yourself, okay? Don’t do anything heroic or stupid.”

      “Funny, after watching you all these years, I thought they were the same thing,” he teased, letting Navan take the full weight of Stone’s slumped body.

      “Go find our girl,” I urged him, rushing up to give Bashrik a quick hug. “And please look for the rest of them, too, if you can. Lauren is out there somewhere, and so is Ronad. Xiphio, too. Bring them home, no matter how… no matter how you find them.” My voice caught in my throat, a vision of their dead bodies jolting through my brain like a lightning bolt.

      “I will, Riley,” he promised, giving me a tight squeeze.

      “I shall be in touch, Captain Idrax,” Commander Mahlo said. “My ship is cloaked, but you should be able to find it in the woodland with this device. I would like it back when I next see you.” She handed me a small, circular device that looked like a flattened pebble. In the center, a green light flashed, an arrow pointing in the right direction.

      “Of course, Commander.”

      With that, she and Bashrik headed toward another Fed ship that had just set down nearby. A band of agents hurried out of the dome and ran up the gangway into the waiting vessel, their guns poised to fire at any rebels. Fortunately, it appeared the rebels had the common sense to stay where they were.

      The remaining three of us didn’t wait to wave Bashrik goodbye as we hurried into the tree-line. Without Commander Mahlo and her soldiers out here to offer us protection, I suddenly realized we were pretty vulnerable. We weren’t inside the relative safety of the rebel dome anymore. Instead, we were back in human territory, which had quickly become the most dangerous place to be.

      “It’s this way,” I whispered, moving north. Every sound made my head snap around, every cracked twig forcing adrenaline through my body. Beneath the canopy of the trees, everything was drenched in eerie shadow, and I knew there could be an enemy waiting around every trunk and bush, ready to pounce.

      “How much farther is it?” Navan asked, gripping Stone’s side. “He’s still losing a lot of blood.”

      “I’m not sure. The green light is getting bigger, if that means anything.”

      A rustle of leaves made me pause and lift a finger to my lips as I glanced around. Navan froze, pulling Stone closer to him. The rustle grew louder, and the ground trembled beneath my feet. A split second later, a coldblood dressed in the blue uniform of the rebels burst out of the trees to my left, running full pelt toward Stone’s limp body. I saw a flash of something silver in his hand, and instantly grasped for a knife. I only had a few left, after retrieving what I could from the battlefield, but hopefully one would be enough.

      Steeling myself, I hurled the knife at the assailant. The blade missed his throat by inches. Without missing a beat, I reached for another knife and sent it flying. This time, it didn’t miss its mark, the blade sinking right through the notch at the bottom of his throat. Even so, the rebel kept on running, a startled look on his face, his hands reaching up to claw at the unexpected object embedded in his throat. As soon as he lifted the blade out, blood spurted everywhere, rising up like a grisly fountain.

      The rebel keeled over, plummeting face-first into the undergrowth.

      “Nice shot,” Navan commended me.

      “I likes shots,” Stone slurred, his eyes unfocused. “Shots’re fun.”

      “I bet there are more of them where he came from.” I shuddered at the thought. “Seemed like he was coming after Stone.”

      “He’s dangerous to them,” Navan replied. “Orion will want him dead.”

      I nodded, casting a nervous glance into the shadows of the woodland. “Then we better hurry up.”

      After retrieving my knives, we picked up the pace, trying our best not to leave too much of a path through the undergrowth in case someone was tracking us. Still, it was mostly moss and mulched leaves—the perfect recipe for leaving footprints. And, while I understood Commander Mahlo’s desire to keep her ship hidden, I really wished she’d parked it closer to the edge of the dome.

      Five minutes later, I heard a beep up ahead, followed by the shimmer of a cloaking barrier fading away to reveal a parked ship wedged in a perilously narrow stretch between two huge pine trees. It seemed the pebble device was a key, triggering the entrance hatch to unlock as I waved it across a scanner. Inside, the ship was silent, though the strip lights blinked into life as we entered, casting a bright glow on everything within.

      Closing the hatch again, we hurried through the stark hallways of the vessel, with Navan following the signs that led to the med bay. Navan lay Stone down on a surgical table. The ambaka groaned in pain, his eyelids flickering.

      “Get us in the air while I see to Stone,” I said, tossing Navan the pebble device. “We’ll need to get the cloaking barrier back up as soon as possible, too.”

      Navan nodded, catching the device in midair. “I shall get your invisible, valiant steed into the air without delay, m’lady.”

      I smiled, hurrying over to steal a comforting kiss. “What would I do without you?”

      “Run the universe, probably,” he said, chuckling to himself as he headed out of the med bay.

      With him gone, I could focus all my attention on Stone, who was writhing around on the table, his face contorted with agony. Sweat poured from his forehead, running over his still-closed third eye, while his skin had taken on a waxy sheen that worried me. He was mumbling to himself, his hands balled into fists as he fought against the pain.

      “Don’t die on me, Stone,” I murmured, reaching for a cart of surgical items. “Lauren would never forgive me.”

      “Ren… Where’s me Ren?” he murmured dopily. “I need to tell ‘er somethin’.”

      “Hush now. She’s going to be fine, and you’re going to be fine.”

      He sighed dreamily. “I love me Ren.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at him as I reached for a bundle of bandages. At least with an exit wound, I knew there wasn’t a bullet still trapped inside him somewhere, infecting the tissue around the bullet hole. Even so, this was way beyond my skillset. I was just going to have to muddle through and hope I didn’t kill him in the process.

      Tugging on Stone’s arm, I lifted him into a sitting position and, with burning cheeks, cut through the fabric of his camo-striped black shirt with a pair of surgical scissors, revealing his tattoos and taut muscles once again.

      Lauren, wherever you are, you have to be alive, I thought with a wry grin, because you have quite the treat waiting for you when you get back… if you want it, that is. Somehow, I felt like she could hear me.

      I threw the soaked shirt into a biohazard bin and started on his wounds. The bullet hole was still weeping blood, and the shirt had smeared it all over his skin, covering his entire body in a weird orange tint. Shaking off the nausea rising up my throat, I took a basin over to the sink and filled it with hot water, before returning to my post at Stone’s side. Dipping a cloth into the liquid, I dabbed away the majority of the blood, watching as the water turned bright orange. As I washed him, all the nudus, except the one on his wrist, wriggled free of his body, each one coming up to me to take a sniff, then giving up and returning to Stone’s arm. I guessed even a failing body was better than an impure one.

      Once his body was cleansed, I focused on the entry and exit wounds, using a bottle of something that I hoped was antiseptic to clean out the ragged hole. With that done, I picked up the bandages again and bound up the wound, pressing it tight against his chest, covering the tattooed face of the young woman who’d taken the brunt of the gunshot. It was oddly soothing as I wrapped the bandages around his chest over and over, settling into a rhythm.

      My mind wandered back toward the battlefield at the rebel base. I wanted to be out there, fighting to destroy the rebels, but it had become a waiting game now. We needed to hang back and see what the Fed could do about the queens’ fleets. I couldn’t imagine Gianne being forced away for long, not when the immortality elixir was at stake, but at least the Fed could make a dent in her forces before she headed back to claim what she thought was hers.

      As soon as I’d tied off the bandages, I pocketed the roll and lay Stone back down on the surgical table, plumping a pillow under his head before leaving him to rest. He was already more or less out cold, and I knew sleep would do him a world of good. Plus, I was wondering why the hell we hadn’t taken off yet. Navan was good with ships, and Commander Mahlo had said the controls weren’t too difficult.

      “What’s taking so long?” I asked, entering the cockpit. Navan was sitting at the helm, his hands moving across the controls, his eyes staring intently at the monitor.

      “I thought I could try to contact Lauren and the others by patching our private comms networks through the ship’s long-range scanners,” he explained. “I’ve only managed to find a connection to one of their comms devices, and the link is very weak. It keeps dropping in and out, but I’m trying to strengthen it now.”

      I gasped, hurrying to stand behind Navan, gripping his shoulders in excitement. If he’d found one of the shield-bearers, then maybe that meant they were all safe. On the monitor, a flat line flowed across the screen, with the occasional upward spike. The anticipation was killing me.

      “Hello… can you… hear me?” a voice crackled. I’d have known that voice anywhere, even though the transmission was distorted.

      “Xiphio, we can hear you,” Navan replied. “Are you okay? Are you safe?”

      “I am… safe, but I had to run… from snipers,” he rasped. “I used the… nudus to block their bullets. I have sustained… minor injuries, but I am not yet defeated, my friends. As we speak, I am… trying to recreate my part of the dome with… the nudus, but they have sapped me of much… of my strength already. I fear I… may be too weak for… the task.”

      “The queens’ fleets are already inside Earth’s atmosphere, Xiphio. Raising the shield will do no good now,” I replied, tears brimming in my eyes at the sound of his voice. “You should get out of there. The Fed is sending scout ships, but they might not be coming for a while. I wouldn’t risk waiting for them. Just get to safety.”

      “How… is Lauren? I have not been able to… contact her.”

      I sighed, exchanging a look with Navan. “We don’t know.”

      “How are… the others?”

      “We don’t know about Angie or Ronad either, though Stone is safe,” I said. “He got shot by a sniper, but he’s out of harm’s way for now.”

      “That is good news… about Stone. I was worried… for him. Is he… with you?”

      “He’s recovering in the med bay.”

      “Do tell him that I am glad to… hear that he is alive. I know we have not always seen… eye-to-eye, but I would not wish… any ill upon him. He is one… of our family, after all.”

      It warmed my heart to hear him say that, even though I felt like the fibers that bound our crew together were being torn apart, with no clear way of bringing them back again.

      “I’ll tell him.”

      “Very well, then. I shall get in my ship and… contact you as soon as I find Lauren, Angie… and Ronad. I will search for them myself… if the scout ships are going to be a long time in… arriving. I would not… have them out there, injured and alone, while… I have a working vessel.”

      I smiled hopefully. “Thank you, Xiphio.”

      “I shall speak with… you again soon.”

      As the connection cut out, I prayed I’d hear his voice again. Next time, let me hear Lauren, Angie, and Ronad as well, I begged.

      Navan turned to look up at me as the soundwaves on the monitor turned flat once more, flowing across the screen like a steady river. A glint of sadness flashed in his eyes as he stood to put his arms around me, pulling me into a tight embrace. I knew we didn’t have time for this—we needed to get the ship off the ground as soon as possible—and yet, I couldn’t help myself. After everything that had happened, it felt good to be held by him, seeking sanctuary in our little bubble, just for a moment.

      “If snipers got to Xiphio, we can assume they got to the others, too,” I mumbled into his chest. “They were probably human special ops, like the one we found. What do you think it means?”

      He paused. “I think it means multiple world leaders are working with the coldbloods, in one way or another.”

      “Do you think Gianne and Brisha knew about Earth all along?”

      He shrugged. “It might be a recent development, no older than them discovering the properties in your blood. I always knew there had to be a reason Gianne was building deep-space tech all of a sudden. My guess is, she found Earth’s location from the Asterope. Maybe Brisha got the same information from one of her spies before she died.”

      “That’s a lot of ifs.”

      “We might never know anything for sure.”

      “What’re we all chattin’ about in ‘ere?” Stone asked from the doorway. I whipped my head around to look at him. He was leaning against the frame, a hint of blood staining the front of his bandages.

      “Stone, what the hell? You’re supposed to be in the med bay. I left you in there for a reason,” I chided. “You should be resting.”

      He grinned wearily. “I’ll rest when am—”

      An explosive jolt silenced him, the blast sending me flying across the room as the ground quaked beneath us. I cried out and struggled to get to my feet, but the ship surged upward, the whole vessel rolling over in one volatile heave, knocking the ship onto its side. The lights flickered, allowing me a single glimpse of a shadow as something heavy fell toward me.
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      The air was pushed out of my lungs as Navan leapt toward me, pulling me tight to his chest and shielding me with his body. The heavy cabinet’s impact was imminent; there was nowhere else for it to go. A flash of blue light thrummed toward the spot where we lay. I couldn’t see Stone in the blinking light, but his nudus had protected us from being squashed, and the cabinet was bouncing harmlessly away.

      Slowly, the ship stopped rocking, giving us the chance to scramble to our feet and make our way out of the upturned room. The lights had just come back on, so at least we weren’t trying to escape in the dark. With his arms wrapped around my legs, Navan lifted me up toward the cockpit door while I pulled myself through it. It was weird to see everything so topsy-turvy. The whole ship was disorienting. Something had rolled us over, and I wanted to find out what it was before it came for us. Even with the ship cloaked, someone had found us.

      Lying flat at the edge of the doorway, I offered down a hand to haul Stone up. His face twisted with pain as he dragged himself up into the main space of the ship. As soon as Stone was safely beside me, Navan hopped up onto the control desk and braced himself against it, using the extra leverage to jump up toward the cockpit door and grab the edge of the frame. He pulled himself up with ease, and Stone shot him an impressed look.

      “Showoff,” he teased. “I’d ‘ave done the same if it weren’t fer the great hole in me chest.”

      “I bet you would.”

      I lifted my finger to my lips, pointing up at the entrance hatch above our heads. Footsteps thudded across the metal exterior of the ship, and scraping sounds rasped across the hull, sending a shiver of terror up my spine. Evidently, the blast had knocked out the invisibility shield, leaving us exposed. Someone was coming for us, and we were trapped inside a metal prison.

      “We need to get outside and find a decent vantage point.” I paused, glancing at Stone. “Are you okay to use your powers?”

      He nodded. “Me chest might be in tatters, but me eye’s still firin’ on all cylinders.”

      “Well, keep it wrapped up until we get out there,” I suggested, handing him a strip of bandage from the roll I was carrying in my pocket. He took it and fashioned a bandana out of the fabric, tying it across his third eye.

      We waited for the footsteps to recede before clambering up to the hatch, using dents, bolts, and hollows in the wall to climb up the curved side of the ship’s interior. Navan helped Stone along, pushing him from behind, while I took the lead. Straining with every ounce of strength I had left, I stretched to reach the exit button, pressing down hard on it. The hatch whooshed open, letting in a rush of cold Siberian air.

      I scanned the area, but whoever had been walking outside the ship had gone, leaving tracks through the undergrowth. Tentatively, I got to my feet, only to find thick plumes of black smoke rising over the treetops.

      “What’s going on?” Navan asked, pulling Stone through the hatch.

      “There’s a fire at the rebel base,” I said.

      I ducked down again, dragging Navan and Stone with me, as a figure emerged from the darkness of the surrounding forest. A coldblood hobbled across the ground, clutching a wound in his side. He was dressed in the red and black of Gianne’s army, and his bloodied face was streaked with warpaint. He didn’t seem to notice us as he stumbled past, though the three of us exchanged a knowing look. We couldn’t let this guy get away, in case he harmed someone else.

      “I’ll do it,” Navan whispered, removing his blade from its sheath.

      The coldblood had barely passed the far end of the upturned ship when Navan dropped down behind him. A swipe of the saber took the soldier’s head clean off his shoulders. At least there’d been no suffering, I thought, though killing was still proving hard to stomach. I knew it would give me nightmares for the rest of my life, if I made it through this.

      “Now I gets it,” Stone remarked, as the two of us followed suit, skidding down the side of the ship and landing clumsily on the ground.

      “Get what?”

      “Why they’re called coldbloods.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “’Cause they’re cold-blooded killers. Makes a lot o’ sense to me now. Should probably ‘ave realized it yonks ago, mind.”

      I wanted to say it wasn’t true, but I knew I’d be lying. Murder was in the very bones of what it meant to be Vysanthean, and though there were some exceptions to the rule—like Ronad—Navan wasn’t one of them. He’d killed countless people; he’d told me so himself.

      “Come on, stop dragging your feet. We need to get back to the rebel base,” I urged him, ignoring his comment.

      “Was it somethin’ I said?”

      I didn’t stop for Navan as he walked toward us, wiping the blood from the edge of his blade. He cast me a curious look, a flicker of hurt passing across his eyes, but I didn’t feel like getting into a discussion about it, not with a war raging just through the trees. Instead, I focused on what was to come, resting one hand on my gun as we raced through the woodland.

      I froze at the tree-line, staring out at the battlefield beyond in disbelief. The Fed was supposed to have driven the queens’ fleets away, but instead it looked like they’d fought it out right here, above the rebel base. Several ships had been shot down, and billowing smoke was rising from the wreckage as soldiers in both Gianne’s and Brisha’s colors poured from the decimated vessels, coughing and spluttering through the thick plumes. There were Fed ships on the ground too, while the rest continued to engage in an aerial assault with what remained of the queens’ fleets.

      What shocked me the most, however, was the sight of the rebel base in a state of immense destruction. The dome was no longer protecting the base from prying eyes or warring queens. It had vanished, though the towers holding it up seemed intact. In fact, they were just about the only things still standing, aside from the alchemy lab, with its spewing chimneys.

      “What the…” Navan came to a halt beside me.

      “Do you think Bashrik is up there still?” I gasped, unable to take in the enormity of the devastation before my eyes.

      Stone stared hard at the base. “Alfa and Dio are meant to be fightin’ in this. If I hear o’ my boys bein’ maggot food, I’ll not rest till every one o’ these bastards is dead.”

      “Just try to keep calm,” I said, not knowing what might happen if Stone truly lost his temper. “We’re all worried about our people, but right now, we’ve got to focus on what we can do to help.”

      Stone took a visible breath in. “I’m no’ a killin’ man, but I’ll break the oath o’ a lifetime if they’ve hurt me boys.”

      A noise behind us made me turn sharply, bringing me face-to-face with the battered and bloodied Commander Mahlo, who was staggering toward us. Her clothes were torn and singed, her face crisscrossed with cuts, while bruises blossomed beneath her face.

      “Oh, my God—Commander, what happened to you?” I asked, rushing to her aid. The last we’d seen of her, she’d been heading off in a ship, so why the hell was she back here when we’d left her barely half an hour ago?

      “Ambush,” she choked.

      “Who ambushed you? What happened to your ship? Is Bashrik okay?” I could hear the desperation in my voice, but I didn’t care.

      “Ambush,” she croaked again. It was only then that I noticed her hand was closed over something. I remembered how Mort had tried to impersonate a soldier on Brisha’s side of Vysanthe, and I took a closer look at the clothes Commander Mahlo was wearing. The emblems were all wrong.

      “SHIFTER!” I roared, pushing the fake commander to one side. It didn’t deter the creature, who hurled the concealed smoke grenade. Stone tore away the bandages that covered his third eye, but it was too late—he froze the shifter for a moment, before the smoke blinded him, releasing the impostor from his powers.

      As the shifter scurried away, Navan grabbed my hand, pulling me away from the potentially poisonous gas. It tickled the back of my throat, the acrid sting singeing the inside of my nostrils, and my eyes watered from the smoke. I tried to speak, but a fit of coughing came out instead.

      “We need… to… run,” I croaked, glancing frantically around the woodland where we stood. Stone was crouched on the ground, clutching his chest, coughs wracking his lungs as blood soaked through the bandages around his torso.

      A net landed on top of us, and strong arms dragged Navan and me to the ground. I tried to wrestle free, but the net was charged with electricity, and every touch sent a spasm of pain through my body. Navan was suffering, too, his breath coming short and sharp as the jolts made his muscles twitch violently. I’d lost sight of Stone, and the shifters seemed to have vanished back into thin air.

      Finally, through the dense smoke, I saw Stone being hauled away by two of the fleshy bastards. They carried him off to a small ship nearby. The metal exterior glinted as the cloaking shield fell away. As soon as they were inside, the cloak went back up again, shrouding them from view. I heard the thrum of its engine flying over our heads.

      “They’ve gone!” I shouted, grimacing as another jolt ran through me.

      “We’ve g-got to get this th-thing off us,” Navan stammered, the shocks stilting his words.

      I slid my hand across the hard-packed earth, careful not to make any sudden movements. With only a few stings, I reached a corner of the net and began to tug it slowly over me. It seemed to take forever, every slow action filling me with exasperation, but as soon as I was free, I grabbed both ends of the net and threw them over Navan’s head, freeing him from the electrical current in one quick movement. I suffered for it, as two white-hot lightning bolts surged up my arms, making my entire body tremble. Navan caught me as my knees buckled.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I will be. Come on, we need to get after that ship.”

      “How can we? It was cloaked.”

      “They’re not going far,” I explained, my gaze darting toward the roof of the alchemy lab. For a split second, I thought I saw a glimmer. “Those shifters will be taking Stone to Orion.”
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      Navan followed my line of sight to where a cluster of Gianne’s smaller gunships were poised around the lab. Four of Brisha’s smaller ships loitered around it, too, though it wasn’t clear whether they were there to defend the lab or strike at Gianne’s vessels. I supposed it was sacred ground to every faction in this battle, and that was the only reason the lab was still standing. The rebels wouldn’t do anything to it in case they damaged their product, nor would the queens’ fleets, for the same reason. Meanwhile, the Fed wouldn’t have attacked it because they didn’t wish to harm the soon-to-be harvested humans inside by bombing the crap out of everything.

      “We should go around to the back,” Navan suggested, gesturing toward the tree-line. Even without the dome, it was the safest way to reach the lab without detection. However, I could already see soldiers of all kinds battling across the open space between the woodland and the base—we’d still need to get our hands a little dirty.

      “Lead the way,” I whispered, drawing out my pistol. I wished I had more of my knives, as guns really weren’t my thing, but I’d have to make do for now. Navan drew his blade as we set off around the perimeter of the base, heading for what we hoped would be a back entrance.

      Shifters and coldbloods alike swarmed toward us as we ran for the alchemy lab, but their blows were no match for ours. Working as a formidable team, we took out anyone who came our way, struggling through the chaotic battlefield. Sometimes, Navan would grapple with them while I fired a round into their chest, preferring to injure them instead of killing them outright. Other times, he would drive a hard kick into their knees, prompting them to buckle while I caught them around the throat, swinging around them before driving my elbow down into the base of their neck, rendering them immobile in one swift move. Of course, there were some I couldn’t avoid killing, but I took no pleasure in it. It was a job that had to be done.

      Overhead, coldbloods swooped low, trying to claw at the Fed agents who lacked the advantage, all of them fighting for their lives now that most of their force was in the air. Navan surged upward to take on a few coldbloods who got too close, but otherwise we stayed firmly on the ground, ducking whenever a ship’s artillery peppered the earth beside us. Dogfights were taking place between the Fed ships and Vysanthean ships, the sleek vessels hurtling through the air, twisting and turning as gunfire rattled off from the turrets.

      “There it is,” Navan hissed, pulling me into the shadows of the woodland. We were almost at the right side of the alchemy lab, with a good view of the building. Sure enough, there was a door at the back, though it was under heavier guard than I’d anticipated.

      “I say we rush them so the element of surprise gives us an edge,” I whispered, keeping low to the ground.

      He nodded, leaning in to plant a kiss on my lips. “Let’s do it, wifey.”

      I grinned nervously. “After you, hubby.”

      We were about to force our way through the back doors when a figure appeared on the rooftop of the alchemy building. Given how close we were, I could tell it was Stone. My heart sank as I saw his hands bound in front of him, his third eye covered. What made it worse was the sight of Orion and Ezra behind him, their chests puffed out as they sauntered closer to the roof’s edge.

      Fall off… make my day, I thought bitterly, hating their smug faces. I hadn’t seen Ezra since that day outside the Salty Siren Inn, but the very remembrance of his existence made me feel sick.

      I crouched there, expecting some grand speech, but it didn’t come. With a savage blow to the legs, Orion knocked Stone down to his knees instead. Our friend collapsed with a thud. Out of his pocket, Ezra drew a small bottle, which he handed to Orion. The broad-shouldered coldblood reached down and grasped a handful of Stone’s dark hair, yanking his head back while Ezra forced open the ambaka’s mouth. I could barely watch as Orion poured the contents of the bottle down Stone’s throat, leaving him to either choke or swallow. Evidently, he chose the latter, and they released Stone a few moments later, though he coughed and spluttered for a while, clutching at his chest.

      “Open your third eye!” Orion demanded, as Ezra removed the strip of cloth and held Stone’s head in place, preventing him from catching them in his field of vision. To my horror, Stone did as they asked, his third eye blinking open. Ahead of him, the whole battlefield froze, both on the ground and in the air. Evidently, he was having some effect on the pilots, prompting them to bring their ships to a hover. He couldn’t see us from where he was kneeling, but I took Navan’s hand anyway and pulled him farther back into the trees, using the cover of shadow to stay hidden. If Orion saw us, he’d demand that Stone freeze us. I wasn’t willing to risk it.

      “Use your powers to create a dome above us!” Orion bellowed. “I have seen you do it—do it again!”

      Stone had no choice but to obey. More rebel soldiers had come out onto the lab’s roof, flanking the ambaka to protect him from anyone outside his gaze. They were also there to ensure he did as he was told, as a particularly burly coldblood took over from Ezra, gripping Stone’s head firmly in place, making sure his eyes were cast forward.

      With a visible sigh, Stone raised his bound arms, and the shielding light of his many nudus surged skyward. I panicked as the blue glow rose above the rebel base, knowing we’d be locked out if we didn’t get inside it. Navan seemed to have the same idea, as we glanced at each other, before making a run for the side of the alchemy lab, tucking ourselves in behind one of the old dome’s towers. Fortunately for us, everyone on the rear side of the building was too engrossed by the sight of the shield going up to notice us sneaking past. Now, we just had to keep out of the way of Ezra and Orion, who were prowling around the edges of the lab’s rooftop, scouring their frozen and unfrozen quarry.

      Minutes later, the shield was complete, the new dome of blue light cutting off any ships that had strayed beyond it. I noted that none of those ships were rebel ships; all of their people were safely inside the dome.

      Orion ceased his prowling and strode to the edge of the rooftop, grinning. From my vantage point, I could see him clearly, and my anger spiked at the look on his horrible face.

      “Soldiers of all factions, I address you as leader of the rebels,” he bellowed, his voice carrying on the wind. “I am calling to instigate a ceasefire between my fellow Vysantheans, no matter whom you fight for. We must stop shedding one another’s blood—a single drop cannot be lost. Now, those of you fighting for Queen Gianne and Queen Brisha, I ask that you pass on this message to them. I know they are hiding amongst the grounded ships, out of harm’s way.” He paused, letting the words float across the eerie silence. “I wish to speak with both of you—you daughters of Vysanthe—so that we may come to a suitable agreement about how our people should progress. It might not seem like it now, but you will find that we are on the same side, despite everything.”

      I turned to Navan. “He doesn’t know Brisha is dead.”

      Before Navan could answer, Orion spoke again. “I invite both of you, twin queens of Vysanthe, to come to the front door of my alchemy lab. My soldiers will allow you in, though they will not tolerate any misbehavior from your soldiers, who have so rudely stationed themselves in front of my property.” Another pause lingered in the air. “Fed agents, however, are fair game for killing. In fact, I actively encourage you to see that they don’t make it out of this dome alive. Let’s kill the vermin, shall we?”

      As the last word drifted across the frozen battlefield, I watched Orion lean in to say something to Stone. The ambaka was still holding the nudus shield up, though he’d lowered his hands back down to his lap, his body slumping a little. I couldn’t hear what Orion was saying, but I could guess. Undoubtedly, he was telling Stone to release everyone as soon as he and Ezra had gone inside, the rebel leader and his right-hand man retreating to safety.

      Sure enough, as soon as they disappeared back into the alchemy building, Stone blinked and released the battlefield back to its former state. For a long time, nobody moved, shocked by what had just happened. Then, all of a sudden, the tide turned, the Vysantheans focusing their attention on the Fed agents who remained. I looked on, unable to do a single thing to stop it, knowing all the while that it was going to be a bloodbath.

      Our most powerful weapon had fallen into the hands of the enemy, and I had no idea how we were going to get him back.
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      With the cluster of the queens’ soldiers still guarding the rear entrance into the alchemy lab, we’d have to find a different way in. I’d thought about scaling the wall, but we couldn’t do that without every Vysanthean faction trying to shoot us down. I scanned the exterior of the building, trying to pick out an entry point that wasn’t manned. The battleground remained in eerie stillness, but it wouldn’t be long before the spell of confusion broke.

      “This way,” I whispered.

      “The vent?” he asked.

      I nodded. The two of us ducked out from behind our hiding place and headed for an air vent in the side of the alchemy lab. It looked like part of the panel had been dented by one of the nearby blasts, causing the sides to rupture away from the outer wall. Navan made quick work of the rest, yanking the bolts free and pushing the grate to one side before hoisting me up into the ventilation pipes beyond. He joined me a moment later, after fitting the grate back into place, and the two of us crept through the gloom for a while before we reached a crossroads in the pipes.

      “We need to head for the roof,” I rasped, wiping the sweat off my brow.

      Hot air swept down through the tunnels, drying out my throat and making my eyeballs feel like they were coated in sandpaper. Echoing behind us, through the pipes, I heard the roar of the battlefield raging once more in a clash of metal, fists, and bullets—it sent a horrible shiver of dread up my spine. All I could think about were those poor Fed agents, forced to run through the shield and risk losing the base or stay dutybound to a massacre.

      “You want to make a break for Stone?” Navan’s eyes peered into the dimly lit tunnels to either side of us, evidently trying to figure out which one might lead us up there.

      “We need to get him back now. If we wait, we might never have the chance again.”

      He brushed back a strand of my damp hair. “Great minds think alike, Mrs. Idrax.”

      “They do indeed, Mr. Idrax. Now, which way do you think we should go?”

      “I say we follow the heat,” he said, after a moment. “Chances are it’s coming from one of the main chambers in the lab, so even if it doesn’t take us directly to the roof, it’s a start. We can work our way up from there.”

      “Sounds like a good idea to me. And no watching my ass on the way through these pipes,” I teased, wanting to calm my nerves by lightening the mood a bit… even though that seemed impossible with everything going on outside.

      He flashed me a comforting smile. “I can’t make any promises.”

      I set off down the right-hand tunnel, following the relentless heat pumping through the pipes, away from whatever machinery was causing it. After a few minutes of crawling along as silently as possible, I noticed a strange smell—it was metallic and organic, making my stomach churn.

      “What is that?” I hissed, pinching my nose to keep out the stench. It was so strong I could almost taste it in my mouth, the foulness somehow clinging to my tongue.

      Navan grimaced. “I think it might be rotting human. I know what your fresh blood smells like—this seems to be human blood when it’s gone really bad.”

      “I suppose it was only a matter of time…”

      I guessed we were getting close to whatever “chamber” the hot air was being sucked out of, though now that we were nearing it, I was starting to wish we’d gone in a different direction. I remembered seeing the rust-red plumes coming out of lab chimneys; I didn’t particularly want to see how that billowing red smoke was made.

      Still, right now, the only goal was to steal back Stone and get him to safety. It might have sounded cruel, but nothing else mattered—not the humans being harvested, not the vulnerable Fed agents, not the missing shield-bearers, not the offer Orion had made. If we didn’t have Stone back in our ranks, standing at the front of our force with his ambaka powers ready to freeze our foes, we were already on the losing side. He was our edge, our advantage over Orion and Queen Gianne. This was the only thing we could do to help, and even if it meant trudging through piles and piles of human sludge, I wasn’t going to give up.

      Tearing off a strip of my suit sleeve, I wound it across my nose and mouth before pressing on down the tunnel. My only comfort was the sound of Navan crawling behind me, guarding my back.

      “There’s another grate here,” I whispered, as the pipe came to a sudden end. A large extractor fan whirred just ahead, attached to a bulky piece of machinery. There was a grate beneath it, which led down into a room below. I noticed there were no ladders or rungs going down, just a sheer drop.

      “It looks like a long way down,” I muttered. After all, I didn’t feel like breaking my legs in the middle of a rescue mission.

      Navan squeezed in next to me, peering through the slats in the grate. “I’ll go first, then you jump down, and I’ll catch you.”

      “What if you miss?”

      “You think I’d drop precious cargo like you? Not a chance.”

      “Can’t you fly?”

      “My wings are too conspicuous. If there’s anyone patrolling down there, they’ll notice. Even if they don’t see them, they’ll hear them flapping. I’m not as smooth a flier as I used to be.” He reached up the length of his back, where the tip of his injured wing poked through the fabric of his military suit, to prove the point.

      “You better not drop me,” I said, shuffling back as he reached for the grate and pulled it out. A scrape of metal on metal cut through the air, sending a shudder through my nerves. I was sure someone must have heard, but when Navan ducked his head a little way out of the open gap, he surged back up.

      “There are a few guards patrolling, but they’re mostly on the far side of the room. We need to be careful,” he warned, maneuvering himself over the open hatch. “See you at the bottom.”

      He drew his legs in and plummeted through the gap. I rushed up to the hatch and looked down, my heart racing, only to see Navan make a cat-like landing on the ground. His feet barely made a sound as they touched the floor. Heaving a sigh of relief, I flashed him a thumbs-up, waiting for him to return the gesture before maneuvering myself into the same position I’d seen him use—an awkward, almost comical squat across the hatch.

      Let go, Riley. Just let go. He’ll catch you, and if he doesn’t, you won’t have to worry about it because the guards will capture you and kill you. So it’s a win either way, I told myself grimly. Shaking off the last few doubts, I tucked in my limbs and felt myself fall. For barely five seconds, the air rushed up to meet me, before strong arms caught me, my body jolting on impact. Still, at least my legs weren’t broken.

      “Good?” he asked, his brow furrowed with concern as he set me on my feet.

      I stretched out. “I think I bit my tongue.”

      “I’d offer to kiss it better, but we don’t have time right now.”

      Just then, I heard guards approaching. They were chatting casually, their boots thudding on the ground. Without another word, Navan took my hand and dragged me down a narrow passage between several rows of enormous vats. I had no idea what they were supposed to hold, and I was pretty sure I didn’t want to find out. Some of them had stained trails of rusty red streaking the sides, where something nasty had sloshed over the top and trickled down.

      We were almost at the opposite end when two more bands of soldiers appeared. One set had materialized on a walkway above our heads, while the other set was heading straight for us. Fortunately, they hadn’t noticed us yet, all three of the guards too engrossed in their conversation. I figured they had a lot to talk about with all the fighting going on outside.

      This time, it was my turn to grab Navan and pull him through a doorway up ahead. The door was halfway open, allowing us to slip easily inside, though I made sure to close it slowly behind us.

      As I turned to look at the room we’d entered, I clamped a hand down hard on my mouth to stop from screaming out in shock. Humans on hooks were being tugged along an overhead chain, their bodies limp like chunks of meat in a slaughterhouse. The first stop on the production line was a large container. I watched as a body was dipped in, only for it to emerge a moment later with the skin sloughed away. In its place, there was a hard, almost plasticky coating that was keeping the blood from escaping; I could see it building up inside the shell. Undoubtedly, when the shell was cracked, it’d release everything it had collected.

      “Don’t look,” Navan said firmly, taking my face in his hands, forcing me to turn away from the horrific sight.

      “We need to… keep going.” I choked on my words, forcing them out.

      He kept his arm around me as we pressed on through the first stage of the blood extraction process, through a door in the back of the room. If we were going to get up to the roof, we needed to find a set of stairs—preferably ones that weren’t guarded by rebel soldiers.

      The horrors only continued as we kept moving through the facility. In the next room, it became clear that the previous room hadn’t quite been stage one. Here, there were filthy cages with human prisoners inside, though they were stacked too high for me to reach any of them. Even if I’d been able to, I wasn’t sure I could’ve made a difference—they all seemed to be half-conscious, lolling about on the dirty floors of their cells, their eyes rolling and their mouths drooling. Evidently, the rebels had given them something to keep them quiet.

      Another scream rose up my throat as I watched a machine tip a cell up. The inhabitants rolled out onto the ever-moving stretch of a conveyor belt, where an automated hook came rattling down. Barely missing a beat, it sought out the fleshiest part of its human victim before the sharp tip of the hook sliced through the fragile skin, trapping them in the most awful way. Again, I could see the strange glint of the plasticky coating as it poured out of a hidden canister to cover the entry wounds, so no blood was lost in the process of hooking.

      Efficient, yet terrifying.

      Determined to keep moving, I tucked my chin to my chest and pressed on toward another door, hidden away below the wall-mounted cages that held the humans. Navan did what he could to shield me from the sights that surrounded us, but, frankly, I wanted to take it all in, so it could add fuel to my rage. Orion had done this to my people, and he would not get away with it.

      We were halfway across the floor when I noticed something dangling off the edge of the conveyor belt. The limp body of a woman had rolled to the side, one leg and one arm hanging off, just above our heads. To reach the far-side door, we had to walk beneath the conveyor belt. This was one image of horror that I couldn’t stand back and ignore.

      “Can you get her down from there?” I whispered to Navan, gripping his arm.

      He frowned. “I think so. You keep an eye out. If anyone comes along, let me know.”

      Breaking away from me, he hurried along the ground toward a set of ladders that led up to the conveyor belt. He sprang up them two at a time, before coming to a halt at the top. With his arms outspread, he teetered along the edge of the conveyor belt, moving quickly toward the spot where the limbs were dangling. I didn’t want to admit it, but there was a good chance they didn’t belong to a whole human anymore.

      A few moments later, Navan crouched and gathered the woman in his arms. She looked to be in her late thirties, with brown hair that had matted into knots. Gazing down at the floor below him, he gripped the woman tighter before leaping down from the ledge. He landed gracefully, the woman listless in his arms.

      “Let’s get her over there,” I suggested, gesturing to the shadows beside the doorway, a short distance from the underside of the belt. There were large urns, each one twice the height of Navan and three times as broad, tucked away to the side of the door, with the human cages looming overhead. I had no idea what was inside, but the tops were open, and a rancid smell was drifting out.

      With Navan still carrying the woman, we sprinted over to the relative safety of the shadows. He lay her down gently, while I shook her shoulders to try to wake her from her stupor. There was no telling how long she’d been up there, stuck to the side of the conveyor belt, but her entire left side was covered in bleeding friction burns from where it had brushed past her.

      “Can you hear me?” I asked, as her eyes blinked open. “You need to trust us. My husband will carry you as far as he can. If soldiers come, we might have to hide you somewhere, but we will get all of you out of here as soon as we can. Do you understand?” I knew we didn’t really have time to save her, but we could at least put her somewhere safer until we could set the rest of the humans free. With Stone back on our side, it would be easier to pick up where we left off in gaining control of the base.

      The woman stared at me blankly, then turned her gaze toward Navan. As soon as she set eyes on him, she lashed out, scrambling to her feet, her eyes wide in fear.

      “I don’t mean you any harm, miss,” Navan said, but she was clearly too delirious from her trauma to listen to a word he had to say. After all, he looked just like the people who had done this to her.

      Before we could stop her, a scream of pure horror tore from her throat, and she ran in the opposite direction, the echo resonating long after she’d disappeared. I felt sick, but I knew we couldn’t risk wasting any more time going after her.

      However, just as we moved to exit through the doorway by the urns, gunshots ricocheted from the room beyond, holding us back. I looked up at the urns and pointed to the open lids at the top, silently urging Navan to hoist me up into the container. He grimaced, but did as I’d asked, before clambering up after me. I’d been expecting something sludgy and disgusting within the urn, but as we landed with a gentle thud, it looked like we’d managed to find ourselves an empty one. Even so, the smell of whatever had been in here remained, and it wasn’t pleasant.

      It was hard to hear much through the thick walls of the urn, but I covered my mouth with my hands as the door gave a squeak and a pair of footsteps entered, evidently coming to investigate the scream.

      “I told them it’s just the doping serum wearing off,” a voice murmured, though the urn wall distorted it. “I’ve got enough to deal with, having to concoct another energy elixir for that ambaka. Anyone could hose down the harvest. Why’d it have to be me?”

      I let out a sigh of relief as I heard the footsteps fade away, though it was short-lived. A moment later, the steps were replaced by a funny thrumming sound—a familiar noise, almost like something flapping, which I couldn’t place until it was too late.

      “Well, well, what do we have here?” Through the open lid of the urn, Lazar was watching us with his solitary eye, his wings flapping as he peered down.

      “Lazar, keep moving—pretend you haven’t seen us,” Navan urged him, his voice dripping with hatred.

      His uncle shook his head sadly. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

      “If you turn us in, they’ll kill us, and I know that isn’t what you want. You aren’t like the other rebels,” Navan whispered. “Don’t stand in the way of our mission, when it can serve us both.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t let you go.” With a sigh, Lazar looked away. “I must take you to Orion.”
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      “How can you still be on their side?” Navan barked as Lazar called for backup on his comms device. “After everything, how can you still be doing this? Don’t you care about what they have planned with that stupid elixir? Don’t you understand what they’ll do with it? They don’t want to share anything or make anything better—they just want to seize complete power for themselves, Orion and Ezra, both.”

      “I have my reasons,” Lazar replied calmly.

      “I should’ve guessed you’d keep siding with them. After all, you seem to have betrayal in your blood. You left that tracking chip in Riley and lied straight to my face. You were Orion’s lapdog even then!” Navan’s face was a mask of terrifying fury. His eyes had darkened to black, his fangs protruding, his claws extending. He was preparing for a fight.

      Lazar leveled his gaze at Navan. “If I hadn’t left that chip in Riley, Orion would’ve known something was going on. He would’ve blamed me and punished me, if not outright executed me for treason. You might not believe me, but I had your best interests at heart. I was doing my best to protect you both, from afar. How could I do that if I didn’t know where you were?” He paused. “Anyway, that thing isn’t working anymore, so you can get down off your self-righteous pedestal. It stopped working a while back, as these things tend to do—they are only temporary, with short lifespans.”

      “And we’re supposed to take your word for that?”

      Lazar shrugged. “I can show you if you don’t believe me.” He lifted out a small device that showed blinking lights close by, where the human cages were. However, where Navan and I were standing, there was nothing. I felt a wash of relief. It seemed he was telling the truth.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that you put it in there in the first place,” Navan muttered.

      I watched as a strange expression passed across Lazar’s face. He was still gazing down at us as he put the device away, but a look of conflict drifted across his features, as though he wasn’t convinced he was doing the right thing. He hadn’t told the other guards why he needed them here—he’d just asked for support beside the conveyor belt in the extraction chamber. As far as those soldiers knew, there were a few escaped humans or something.

      “Just let us go, Lazar. We can make an actual difference here, if you just let us go,” I said softly, realizing he might be persuaded. It was obvious he was of two minds, his decision teetering on a knife edge.

      He shook his head slowly. “I can’t let you go. You must face Orion now. You shouldn’t have come here.”

      “How could we stay away?” Navan growled. “We’ve heard things—disturbing things—about what’s going on here, and how far you’ve come with the elixir. Did you expect us to give up?”

      Lazar sighed heavily. “I know you’re hot-headed, but, just this once, I confess I hoped you’d stay away.”

      “Then you’re more of a fool than I thought,” Navan spat back.

      I rested a hand on his arm, trying to calm him down. If we were going to convince Lazar to let us go, this wasn’t the way to go about it.

      “I thought you didn’t agree with violence and intimidation,” I told Lazar sternly. “Wasn’t that the reason you joined the rebels in the first place? Didn’t they promise a different way—something different than what the queens were offering?”

      Lazar shot me a hard look. “You don’t understand, Riley. Orion is offering an alternative. I might not agree with the way he is currently going about things, but I’m not naïve enough to believe that peace can be achieved without bloodshed.” He paused, his brow furrowed. “Even if Orion’s view is somewhat narrow-minded at the moment, with Ezra whispering in his ear all the time, he will come to see what I see.”

      “And what is that?” I asked.

      “Creating a functional immortality elixir will cure all the pain and suffering that Vysanthe has endured. It will provide a future of peace, where everyone is on a level playing field—it will be as close to utopia as it is possible to be.”

      I gaped at him in disbelief. “You can’t believe that. After everything you’ve seen, you can’t.”

      “I wouldn’t still be here if I didn’t,” he shot back. “I’ve even devised a method that will help me speed up the elixir’s production, once we’ve made the final adjustments to the formula. After it is fully functional and we can offer it to our people, there will no longer be death from senseless disease or cruelty. Vysantheans will be kinder to one another once they understand that violence is, quite literally, pointless. If nobody can die, then peace is the only viable outcome.”

      Navan shook his head vehemently. “You think coldbloods will just ‘get along’ once they’re immortal?”

      Lazar frowned at his nephew. “I’d expected you, of all people, to understand… given what happened to Naya.”

      “Don’t you dare bring her into this!”

      “If we’d had the elixir back then, she wouldn’t have died. Once we’re able to dispense it to the rest of Vysanthe, that sort of tragedy will never happen again. Surely, you can see my way of thinking? Surely, you can see the good in this?” Lazar looked utterly stumped by Navan’s anger. I, on the other hand, couldn’t understand how Lazar could be so stubborn in his refusal to see what else might happen—even if it brought peace to Vysanthe itself, it definitely wasn’t going to bring peace to the rest of the universe. It didn’t matter what Lazar’s personal beliefs about violence and intimidation were; they weren’t shared by his superiors and weren’t shared by a majority of the coldblood population, either.

      “No, Lazar. If my father hadn’t let his bigotry get the better of him, Naya would still be alive. An elixir won’t miraculously fix the inherent problems on our planet.”

      “Not to mention the fact that, if all coldbloods become immortal, it won’t be long before Vysanthe becomes overpopulated,” I chimed in. “You can’t play God, Lazar. There needs to be a balance in life and death. It’s a hard truth, but it’s the law of nature.”

      He smiled coldly. “All laws can be bent and broken, Riley, even natural ones. You are correct in your assumptions, but that’s what other galaxies are for,” he explained, his tone unnervingly casual. “With our bodies unable to wither and die, there’ll be no need for Vysantheans to confine themselves to one planet. We can find new planets. We’ll have a peaceful empire, all our own.”

      I didn’t want to correct him by saying there was no such thing as a peaceful empire. Even though his heart seemed to be in the right place, his thoughts were completely flawed. He couldn’t see the negative potential in what he was suggesting—he likely thought the Vysantheans would seek out uninhabited planets to call their own, or planets with a fledgling species that wouldn’t even notice a new colony of coldbloods, but even I knew that wasn’t likely to be the case. They wouldn’t integrate. They’d conquer.

      I had no idea when these backup guards were going to arrive, but if we were going to get him to let us go, I needed to change tactics. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t just point out the flawed logic in his thinking. If we did that, he’d get on the defensive, and then we’d never change his mind.

      A thought came to me. “Well, you must be nearing completion on the formula, right? I mean, I’m guessing you know how to solve the elixir puzzle, now that you’ve got the notebook.” I wanted to know how far along they were so I could gauge how much time we had before the grim prospect of immortal coldbloods became a reality.

      Lazar frowned. “I don’t know of any notebook.” He looked surprised, a curious expression shifting across his features. He wasn’t the only one.

      “Why would Ezra and Orion have kept something so valuable secret from their own alchemists?” I wondered aloud, turning to Navan and casting him a pointed look.

      “Maybe they didn’t trust them enough to hand it over,” he suggested. “They might have thought one of their alchemists would run off and sell it to the highest bidder. After all, Queen Gianne would be sure to pardon anyone who had the means to make a fully functioning elixir.”

      “What is this notebook?” Lazar interrupted in desperation.

      “It belonged to one of Queen Brisha’s alchemists, a man named Yorrek. It’s said to have the secret to the elixir inside it, which is why everyone has been scrambling to get it,” I replied, twisting the facts a little. “The last person to have it was Ezra, which means it’s on this base somewhere. I can’t believe Orion didn’t let you in on the secret.”

      Lazar’s eyes took on a faraway look. “I know of Yorrek. He’s a very reputable alchemist, once known for delving into places other alchemists feared to go. I imagine it was this ingenuity that led to his discovery of the elixir’s secret, although it may only be a hypothesis,” he mused. “Regardless, whatever this valuable information might be, it is far more than we have at the moment.”

      “So, you really haven’t seen it?” Navan pressed.

      “I haven’t. Perhaps Orion and Ezra have kept it secret as a means of weeding out the untrustworthy.” He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “If I prove my loyalty by bringing the two of you to them, they can’t fail to offer me a look at that book.”

      This was all heading south a bit too fast for my liking. I wasn’t going to let him take us up to Orion, not without setting out some terms first.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way, Lazar. You don’t have to take us up there as prisoners,” I explained. “What if you could kill two birds with one stone, bringing you one step closer to that utopia you spoke of?”

      Lazar arched an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”

      “Well, we know you don’t agree with Orion’s way of doing things, so why not take better steps toward that future instead—steps that run in line with your personal beliefs?” I suggested, my heart pounding. “As far as I can tell, you have two choices here: either you deliver us to Orion, ensuring our deaths, or you choose differently and help the people of Vysanthe while you’re at it.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t follow, Riley.”

      “If your loyalty is truly to the health and peace of your nation, and not to its dictators—both rebel and royal—then you’ll help us capture Orion, so you can find out where he’s hidden the notebook,” I said firmly. “You could deliver us to him and hope he gives up the hiding place, but what if he thinks it’s a ruse? What if he doubts you, and thinks you’re in cahoots with us? If you just hand us to him, you’re giving him all the power. If you help us capture him, you take that power back into the hands of the people.”

      For a sickeningly long time, Lazar said nothing, his face registering every emotion on the spectrum. And then, without warning, he clicked the button on his comms device.

      “Just a few strays. I managed to clear them up myself—nothing to worry about,” he said.

      “No problem,” a voice echoed back. “We couldn’t spare the soldiers at the moment, anyway, with all this mayhem going on. Let us know if you need any more of those bleeders cleared up, and we’ll see what we can do.”

      “Will do.” As Lazar turned the comms device off, he turned back to us, a wave of relief washing over his face. “Looks like you’ve got yourselves an agreement.”
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      “Really?” Navan narrowed his eyes. There was still bad blood between nephew and uncle, and I doubted Navan would ever truly believe a word Lazar said.

      I was the one who wasn’t being entirely honest. True, I wanted to capture Orion and hold him hostage, but not purely for the sake of the notebook. Yes, it would be a relief to have it back in our hands, but I wanted to use Orion as a bargaining chip. Once we had him in our grasp, we could exchange him for Stone. There was no way Ezra and the rest of the rebels would refuse. Their fearless leader was their figurehead—without him, they had nobody to guide them through this war.

      Plus, if we reached Orion and outright killed him for all the terrible things he’d done, I had a feeling that the rebels would simply kill Stone in retribution, no matter how useful he was. Then, there was always the possibility that we’d end up making a martyr out of Orion, which would put us in a far worse position than we were already in. It would only spur the rebels on, perhaps making them reckless. At least, right now, they were sticking to some sort of plan, but all of that would go out of the window if we executed Orion.

      “I know you doubt me, Nephew, but I really mean it,” Lazar said. “Riley makes a great deal of sense. Now, if you’ll wait a moment, I’ll get something to pull you out. Your wings will never be able to open in there.”

      “Where else are we supposed to go?” Navan muttered sarcastically. Lazar rolled his eyes before flying away with a thrum of his leathery wings, offering me the opportunity I needed.

      “Once we have Orion, we need to exchange him for Stone. We have to get the notebook, too, but freeing Stone is our priority right now. He’s the only thing that gives us any advantage over these guys,” I whispered, listening for Lazar’s return.

      Navan raised a dubious eyebrow. “You really think they’ll swap Orion for Stone?”

      “I think so. He’ll be expecting his rebels to free him, and they won’t want to let him down, no matter what the cost is,” I explained, trying to stir up a sense of optimism in my heart.

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “You don’t think it’ll work?”

      “I think it’s our best shot,” he replied, his tone encouraging. “We’re not exactly swimming in options right now.”

      “That’s what I thought. I’m just glad we’ve got Lazar to lead us into the lion’s den. Otherwise, we’d never get close enough to Orion to make a move.” I flashed Navan a wry smile to cover the inner terror I felt.

      “I’m still going to keep a close eye on that traitorous bastard. Just in case he decides to double-cross us.”

      “No matter what happens, we have to stick to the plan, okay?” I told him. “No matter what threats get made, and what Orion does to manipulate us, we have to stay silent and keep ourselves together.” I knew Navan’s emotions could get the better of him, but this was one moment when we couldn’t risk an outburst.

      He cast me a firm look. “I promise to stick to the plan. No matter what. It’ll kill me inside, but I’ll do it.”

      “Then we’re already one step ahead of Orion.”

      A few minutes later, Lazar returned with a rope, which he dangled into the open lid of the urn. I gripped it, and he pulled me out, dumping me unceremoniously on the ground beside the container. Navan followed shortly afterward, looking a little irked that he couldn’t use his wings.

      “I suggest you prepare yourselves before we move on,” Lazar said, gesturing at our weapons. I realized we’d have to get rid of the more obvious items, but if I did that I wouldn’t have anything left.

      “Can I borrow your jacket?” I asked, glancing at Lazar. Navan could flatten his blade to his back and fit the hilt between his shoulder blades, but I definitely couldn’t hide a gun anywhere in my Fed suit… not without causing some curious looks, anyway.

      Reluctantly, he passed me the blue jacket of his uniform, which I draped over my shoulders before strapping the gun beneath my armpit. “Can you see it?”

      Navan shook his head. “Not at all. How about mine?”

      I peered around at his back, but all I could see was the protrusion of his artificial wing tip sticking out from under his shoulder blade. “Nope, all good.”

      “Come this way,” Lazar instructed, leading us through the door ahead. I tried to keep myself from staring at the horrific sights all around as we pressed on through the alchemy lab, but it was far harder to block out the rancid scents that drifted through every room.

      We passed through four more chambers: two appeared to be preparation rooms, where the human bodies were cleansed and injected with something, while the other two looked to be rooms where actual alchemy took place. There were vials and centrifuges and beakers of all shapes and sizes, and black-coated workers were moving about the place, handling various substances with tentative care. They all stared at us as we walked down the central aisles, but Lazar had done a good job of making us look like prisoners. Our hands were bound, but our bonds were loose, and our weapons were securely hidden away.

      Reaching a metal stairwell at the farthest edge of the final alchemy room, we headed up through level after level, our boots thudding against the rickety steps. The whole thing shook under me as we walked, making me nervous that we might plummet to our deaths at any moment. I didn’t dare look down; I could feel how high up we were, just by counting the balconied floors we’d passed. All around that last alchemy room, there were elevated walkways with doorways branching off, surrounded by rusting balustrades that looked over the activity below.

      At the second to last floor, Lazar led us down the unsettling walkway that clung to the wall of the lab’s structure, and we came to a doorway. He pushed it open and ushered us into a cold, gloomy corridor.

      After five more minutes of walking, we came to a halt inside a small foyer with a single door in the center. Lazar walked up to it and knocked gently. If I hadn’t been pretending my hands were tied, I would have reached out and grasped for Navan’s hands, needing his comfort before we headed in to see Orion. There was no way we were going to leave that room without a fight, and I just prayed it was one we could win.

      “Come in!” Orion’s voice roared, making my heart stop.

      Lazar flashed us a look, as if to say, “Don’t make me regret this.” I didn’t plan on it, not until the moment he realized there was more to my idea than I’d told him.

      Opening the door, Lazar made a show of shoving Navan and me into the room beyond. It was large, starkly furnished, and windowless, giving the entire space an unnerving atmosphere. Just as Orion liked it, no doubt.

      The coldblood in question was pacing at the far side of the room, his hands behind his back, while his guards stood around looking awkward. The only one who seemed to have any kind of wits about him was Ezra, who was leaning casually against a filing cabinet, his eyes narrowing as we entered. If the battle for the rebel base, or the global broadcast, hadn’t been enough of an indication of my and my friends’ presence on Earth, this was the final sliver of proof. He looked about as pleased to see Navan and me as I’d expected.

      Orion, however, hadn’t even looked up at us. He seemed distracted, muttering to himself as he paused beside his desk to check on a comms device, which was updating him on the status of the battle. Evidently, he was waiting for Queen Gianne and Queen Brisha to arrive. I didn’t want to be the one to tell him he was going to be sorely disappointed if he expected the latter to show up. Brisha was a lot of things, but, like the rest of the coldbloods, she wasn’t immortal.

      “Chief Orion, the queens’ armies have retreated for now,” a voice crackled through. “The Fed soldiers who didn’t retreat have been killed or captured. The base will soon be solely in our hands again, sir.”

      As the words drifted across to where I stood, I felt a pang of loss for our allies. They’d been following orders, trying to win back Earth for the humans it belonged to. They’d known it was a dangerous task, but they’d done it anyway because we’d promised to put up the shield and use Stone’s powers to help. Now, all of that had fallen away, and they’d been the ones to pay the ultimate price for our failure. If we were to stand any chance of clawing back our footing in the fight for Earth, we needed to get Stone back—we owed that much to our Fed allies, not to mention the frightened humans who still had no idea what the hell was going on.

      “Chief Orion, I’ve brought prisoners,” Lazar said proudly, but Orion didn’t even bother to cast him a glance. He was too preoccupied with what the comms device was relaying.

      “Why are you here, Lazar?” he snapped. “You should be on the roof, administering the second batch of energy elixir to our ambaka. If you don’t, he will start to flag, and he will die, and then where will we be? You will leave us exposed to the Fed scum who are waiting, right out there, hungry for their moment to strike at us again!” He jabbed a finger upward, though he still didn’t turn to look at Lazar.

      “I was on my way back from fetching the next batch when I happened upon two intruders, Chief Orion,” Lazar explained.

      Finally, Orion turned. As he took in the sight of Navan and me standing before him, his eyes widened, then narrowed a split second later. I couldn’t properly gauge his expression, until a peal of laughter rippled from his throat, sending a shiver of fear up my spine.

      A grin spread across his cruel, snub-nosed face. “Lazar, you have surprised me. Here I am, scolding you like an unruly child, paying you no attention, when you have brought me the best gift I could have wished for.” He turned his gaze toward us. “I have been longing to get my hands on the pair of you since our last unfortunate encounter.”

      Ezra, meanwhile, was scowling at us. “I say we kill them immediately, before they can cause any more trouble than they already have.”

      “No, no, no, dear Ezra. I want to savor the moment. Now that I have them in my grasp, I want to properly avenge my beloved,” Orion replied, his tone ice cold. “I won’t rush this; she wouldn’t have wanted me to.”

      “The longer you leave it, the more chance you give them to find a way to escape,” Ezra urged him impatiently. “Kill them this minute and be done with it. Pandora wouldn’t have wanted you to make a show out of it, for Rask’s sake—she’d have been on my side. If she were here right now, she’d be screaming at you to get the job done!”

      Orion flashed his right-hand man a severe look. “Yes, well, she isn’t here, is she? And who is to blame for that?” He turned back to me, shaking off Ezra’s words. “Now, would you suffer more if I made you watch me kill Navan? Or would you suffer more if I made Navan watch you die first?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Navan staring straight ahead, his mouth set in a grim line. This was us, sticking to the plan… no matter what we were feeling inside. There was no way Orion was going to break us. Not this time.

      “I know who I’d get the most pleasure out of killing,” Orion mused, “but this isn’t about me.”

      “Isn’t it?” Ezra muttered, gaining another sharp look from his leader.

      “I think we’ll execute—”

      A knock at the door cut him off, his gaze lifting in irritation. His expression shifted slightly as two soldiers entered.

      “Queen Gianne and her guards have arrived, Chief Orion,” one of them said. “They are awaiting your permission to enter.”

      “Well, don’t just stand there. Let them in!” Orion barked, his mood changing instantly. As a pleased smirk tugged at the corners of his lips, he flashed me a knowing glance, telling me that he’d get to me soon enough. “Today is definitely looking up.”

      For you, maybe, I thought angrily, realizing things were slipping more out of our control with every moment that passed. There was no way we could take on Orion, Ezra, and the rebel guards as well as Queen Gianne and her guards. This was not the plan, and I couldn’t think of a single way to salvage it. Glancing at Navan, I could almost see the cogs whirring in his mind, but it didn’t look like he’d come up with anything, either.

      As the guards pushed Navan and me to one side, Queen Gianne strode into the room, with Aurelius at her side. The gnarled old coldblood looked somewhat worse for wear, bearing a new scar down the left-hand side of his face. It still looked purple and livid, as though it hadn’t been made too long ago. I loathed the sight of him, my mind instantly jumping to thoughts of Seraphina, and what he might have done to her since we saw them at the wedding. I hated him for ruining her life. The guilt of it still rested heavily on my shoulders, even though I knew there was nothing more I could’ve done, in the end.

      “Queen Gianne, what an absolute pleasure to see you here,” Orion purred, gesturing for her to take a seat in the chair opposite his desk.

      “I think not, Orion,” she spat, not bothering to conceal her disgust. “I would prefer to stand in the face of a turncoat, so as to avoid being stabbed in the back.”

      Orion smirked. “I wouldn’t do such a thing, Your Majesty.”

      “You know, it strikes me as peculiar that you would refer to me in such a respectful manner, when you do not agree with the position I hold,” she mused, her silver eyes boring into Orion’s very soul. “It would seem you still have a scrap of loyalty in there somewhere.”

      “To Vysanthe, always,” he shot back.

      “I imagine we are both tired of killing our own people,” she continued, holding the attention of the room, “although I feel no remorse for destroying those disgusting shifters you appear to have allied yourselves with. I suppose you had no other options, or else you wouldn’t have turned to them in desperation.”

      I wanted to call her out for being a hypocrite, given her own alliance with the Titans. She was no different than the rebel leader standing in front of her.

      “I would not call them allies, Your Majesty. They are more of a workforce,” he said casually. “At least my hired hands are loyal.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      He grinned. “I think you understand my meaning perfectly well, Your Majesty. We may not get all the news from Vysanthe, but we catch snippets here and there. It seems you have been a particularly naughty girl.”

      “Call me ‘girl’ once more and see how quickly your head will roll from your shoulders,” she replied. “As for the Titans, they were mercenaries, not allies. They did their job, they were paid for their services, and then I dispensed with them, sending them back to their planet.”

      “I heard they got bored of following orders and started to head for your territories, forcing your hand to provide a hefty payout.”

      Queen Gianne glowered at him. “You have misheard. Northern propaganda, no doubt. You were Northern once, weren’t you?”

      He smiled. “It wouldn’t be polite of me to say.”

      She was so caught up in her discussion with Orion that she hadn’t even noticed Navan, Lazar, and me at the side of the room, clustered where the guards had shoved us. Orion was holding every bit of her attention, as enraptured by her as she was by him.

      “I must admit, I’m surprised to see you actually on the field of battle,” Orion continued, puffing out his broad chest. “It’s been years since we’ve met on such intimate terms, hasn’t it? Back then, you weren’t the ferocious creature I see before me—back then, you wouldn’t have dared to set foot on a battlefield.”

      “My presence here has very little to do with this wearisome skirmish,” she explained, smiling coldly. “I came to Earth so that I might be the very first person to use the immortality elixir. I have heard whisperings that you’re almost at completion, and that you possess something we do not.”

      Orion frowned. “What makes you think that?”

      “The lengths you have gone to keep your base hidden. You must have done something with the Kryptonians’ blood that we have neglected to do, and I plan to discover what that thing is.”

      “Humans, Your Majesty, not Kryptonians.”

      Gianne’s cheeks reddened. “Whatever they are, I know the value of their blood.”

      “Human blood alone won’t work, Your Majesty,” he said. “After all, if we had already cracked the elixir’s formula, do you think your army or your sister’s would still be standing?”

      “A ruse, no doubt, to put me off the scent.”

      “No ruse, Your Majesty.” He glanced toward the door. “Speaking of your sister, do you know if she will be joining our discussions? I should hate to have to repeat myself.”

      A glitter of glee shone in Gianne’s silver eyes. “You shall be waiting a very long time if you expect her to join us.”

      “And why is that?”

      “It would seem you are right in saying not all the news of Vysanthe reaches you here,” she purred. “My sister is dead. She was assassinated by one of my spies, although her stubborn little army refuses to surrender to me, even without a leader… not that they ever had much of one to begin with.” She took a sharp breath inward. “Anyway, it’s nothing but a fleeting annoyance. They will bend to my will one day, or they will be wiped out, whichever comes first.”

      A knock sounded at the door, and a guard poked his head around. “There is another visitor for you, Chief Orion.”

      Before the rebel leader could reply, a figure strode into the room, barging past the guard.

      Queen Brisha had arrived.
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      The room went silent as Queen Brisha made her entrance. Everyone looked shocked, but nobody more so than Aurelius and Ezra. Aurelius I could understand, considering he’d probably been the one to orchestrate the assassination at Gianne’s request, but Ezra’s shock was less clear. Perhaps he’d hoped to only have to deal with one Vysanthean queen.

      “No… you can’t be here. You aren’t her!” Gianne yelped, her tone adamant. “My sister was killed. Aurelius told me so—he heard it straight from the assassin’s mouth, didn’t you?”

      Aurelius nodded, his face dumbfounded. “You are correct, Your Majesty. The assassin told me so.”

      “I was even given a lock of your hair as evidence. You are an impostor, a shifter!”

      Queen Brisha smiled at her sister, a hint of smugness lingering beneath the surface of her calm demeanor. “I merely allowed your assassin to believe they had poisoned me,” she said evenly, waving her hand. “I used a simple ‘sleeping death’ tonic that made it appear as though my heart had stopped. I wanted to lull you into a false sense of security, dear sister. You have always been a little too overconfident.”

      “Liar! You are not who you say you are!”

      Brisha twisted a strand of hair around her finger and showed Gianne where the lock had been removed. “But I am, Sister. I have played you for a fool, as always.” A cold laugh bubbled from her throat. “I knew you would be more willing to put forth all your resources into the elixir if you thought the war was at its end. I just needed to be out of the way first. You see, my spies are far more competent than yours. It was their intel that led me to Earth. I had spies watching every single corner of our planet, on the surface and beyond the atmosphere, listening out for information and seeking it at any cost. You were too focused on your silly war to notice that I had eyes everywhere.”

      I realized, with some certainty, that the Rexombra spy we’d found on our ship hadn’t been Gianne’s spy at all—she’d been working for Brisha. If that was the case, how had Gianne found Earth?

      “No… we were the ones who found this planet!” Gianne said. “My loyal servant, Aurelius, told me that the perfect species, whose blood is ideal for the immortality elixir, resided here.”

      Brisha flinched at the mention of a loyal servant. I guessed Pandora’s betrayal was still weighing heavily on her mind. Even so, she shook it off quickly, focusing her attention back on Gianne. “As always, Sister, you are behind the times. I have known of their blood for a long time, though my spies could not discover where they lived until very recently. Truly, I am surprised you managed to find your way here without simply following in my footsteps, as per usual.”

      “You are the one who always follows what I do! It has always been the same, ever since we were children. You would look at the things that garnered me praise and copy them—you have never had an original thought in all your life!”

      “You wouldn’t know wisdom if it smacked you in the face, Gianne, which it just might if you keep harping on like that,” Brisha fired back sourly. “You’re just envious because you wouldn’t see your army following behind a dead figurehead, out of sheer loyalty.”

      “They knew you were alive. Otherwise, they never would have followed you!”

      “No, they didn’t. Only my closest circle of military advisors knew,” Brisha said gleefully.

      It was like watching a game of tennis, listening to the back-and-forth bickering sisters, my eyes following the turn of each speaker. It was both hypnotic and grating to hear them sniping at one another, though part of me still preferred Brisha. Even in this argument, she seemed like the more reasonable of the two, not that that was saying much.

      “Enough! I will put an end to the royal line right here and now!” Orion bellowed, silencing the sisters instantly.

      As they turned toward him, looking shocked, I realized all might not be lost after all. Soon enough, Orion would either want to see us alone, or there would be further chaos with the queens—as soon as one of those moments arose, we could seize it and spring for Orion. I had no idea when that moment might happen, but I cast a knowing glance at Navan, mouthing “be ready” to him and Lazar. All I could do was try to account for every possible outcome and make sure we were ready to strike, no matter what.

      Although, I had to be honest, seeing all of our enemies in the same room together, at long last, was enough to make anyone feel like they were in over their heads. All this time, we’d been dealing with different factions on separate occasions, with a bit of overlap here and there, but now every single world had collided—Gianne, Aurelius, Brisha, Orion, and Ezra. All we needed was a resurrected Pandora, and the picture would’ve been complete.

      It was Gianne who spoke to Orion first, her tone irritated. “Is that the true purpose of your supposed ‘truce?’”

      “If I’d wanted to kill you, I would have decimated your armies while my weapon had you all frozen,” Orion replied. “As you can see, I did not. I asked you here for a parlay instead.”

      “So, what is it you had in mind for this negotiation, then?” Brisha asked, her eyes narrowing. I couldn’t believe that neither of them had bothered to look toward the corner of the room, where we were standing. They’d been talking about my blood, without realizing I was in the room with them. Although, at this point, I wasn’t sure if I wanted them to see us or not.

      “My dear queens, it is pointless for us to continue spilling the blood of our own kind, on foreign soil, no less. We might not see eye-to-eye on all things, but on that we can agree, correct?” Orion replied. “Vysanthean life is precious. All Vysanthean life. Isn’t that why all of us are seeking the true formula to the immortality elixir? To protect our people?”

      Brisha grinned icily. “You are only saying that because it is your rebel blood that has been spilled most freely on this battlefield. You don’t wish to fight us with an army in a weakened state, and you wouldn’t dare do so without a functional immortality elixir. That would be your only advantage—as you are asking for a truce, I can see you have yet to crack the code.”

      “Very astute, Your Majesty.” A flicker of annoyance glittered in Orion’s dark eyes. He had underestimated Brisha, as her sister had done. Lauren was another testament to the fact that bookishness didn’t mean a person wasn’t fiercely strong. I pushed away thoughts of my friend, unable to bear the imagined vision of her dead body, out there somewhere.

      “As you have likely discovered, the Kryptonians on this planet are insufficient, on their own, as an ingredient for the elixir. I have also discovered this based on prior experiments,” she continued. “We have sought samples from other species, but nothing appears to work in the right combination. Vysanthean blood must be present, as must Kryptonian, but there needs to be something to stabilize the two. We thought we had found a solution, but it came to nothing in the end.”

      “Humans, Your Majesty,” Orion corrected her. “I have just been telling your sister, they are called humans, not Kryptonians. Evidently, someone has been toying with you. I have a feeling I know just who that trickster might have been.” In that moment, I was certain he was going to give me away with a look or a word, but he didn’t. Instead, he held the gaze of the two queens, though his lips turned up in an amused smile. He was clearly savoring the reveal.

      “Ah. My mistake.” Brisha looked thoughtful for a moment, though she showed no embarrassment, the way her sister had. She was not the kind of person who minded being corrected, as long as it meant she now had the right facts. “My observations on the elixir still stand. There is a missing element, and one of my alchemists was nearing a solution before this ridiculous war broke out.”

      Orion arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      “Until I hear news of him, we must presume he is dead. And, until my soldiers can sift through the wreckage of my palace, we must presume that his work is lost, too. Obviously, I would not be here if I had the answers myself.”

      “Then, allow me to offer a suggestion that will please everyone,” Orion said, though I had a feeling it was going to do anything but. “The reason I asked you here is that I hope to negotiate a peace treaty between our three factions, with myself and my comrades receiving a region of Vysanthe to call our own, which I may govern as I see fit.”

      It seemed a little hypocritical, considering Orion’s original dream—the one that had led him down the road of rebellion. Now, it looked like he was just settling for more of the same, only he would be the one at the helm instead of Brisha or Gianne. It was exactly what I’d suspected: the only thing Orion was interested in was power that belonged to him. He didn’t want to change the status quo; he just wanted to change who was running it.

      “You vile wretch! Why should you think yourself worthy of a slice of our planet?” Gianne snapped.

      Brisha pulled a face. “We do not even wish to separate Vysanthe in half, so why would you assume we would be willing to split it into thirds? You’d be better off trying to usurp my sister’s throne, seeing as she is not fit to rule. Only then might I consider fighting you for Vysanthe.”

      “I am not fit to rule?” Gianne looked about ready to choke.

      “You have been dipping the heads of innocents in wax and sticking them ON PIKES!” Brisha retorted. “Everyone thinks you have lost control of your senses, and I happen to agree.”

      As they descended into another bickering session, Orion looked on. I could tell from the half-amused expression on his face that he had expected this reaction—he had to have, because otherwise he wouldn’t have suggested it. I wasn’t quite sure what he was up to, but I guessed he was trying to buy himself more leverage and time, to devise the elixir using Yorrek’s notebook. He had to know that the information Brisha was talking about was the same information kept within the pages of that notebook. All of this was a game to him, a way of gauging a reaction so he could manipulate accordingly. People didn’t become rebel leaders without some sort of charisma and persuasive skills, and I imagined Orion knew just how to wield his.

      Ezra seemed pretty pleased with himself, too. During the whole conversation between Orion and the queens, he had done nothing but smile strangely. I imagined he was in on whatever plan Orion was brewing, and this was just a small part of it. Somewhere down below us, the alchemists would be busy at work, sifting through the information Yorrek had given to try to complete the formula, while the queens were otherwise distracted. It was the perfect diversion.

      “Your Majesties, before you start on another tirade, I would ask that you let me finish,” Orion said sternly, bringing the queens’ bitter sniping to an abrupt halt. “If you do not agree to split the planet into three, then the alternative will be a continued war, with more death and bloodshed. None of us have the elixir at our disposal, and so we will all continue to kill one another needlessly. That responsibility will lie entirely on your shoulders, if you choose to go against me.”

      “You have no power over us, Orion,” Gianne remarked, though Brisha stayed oddly silent.

      “Perhaps not, but I am offering a solution to all of this. That, in itself, has power,” he replied.

      “How long do we have to think it over?” Brisha asked quietly.

      “For three days, there will be a ceasefire. The ceasefire will end at two o’clock, in this time zone, at the end of those three days,” Orion explained. “That should be sufficient time for you both to mull my offer over.”

      “Do not expect a favorable reply, Orion,” Gianne spat.

      “Indeed, these matters may not go the way you wish them to,” Brisha added bitterly. The two queens were fierce in their obvious dislike of Orion, which even appeared to outweigh their dislike of each other. I wondered if, by some miracle, that mutual hatred might be the one thing that finally brought them together against the rebels.

      As they turned to leave, everything appeared to move in sudden slow motion. There was nowhere left for us to hide, and now that their focus wasn’t on Orion, the queens seemed more aware of their surroundings. Two pairs of silver eyes stared right at Navan and me, and I wasn’t sure who was more shocked—them, or us.
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      “Well, if it isn’t Navan Idrax and his pet!” Gianne shouted. “I’d been wondering where you had disappeared to after my dear Aurelius’s impromptu wedding. Now that you’re both here, you may as well return to my ships with me.” Gianne moved toward us, only for Brisha to yank her back.

      “You will not lay a hand on them, Gianne. Your people stole Riley from me and kept Navan a prisoner in the South when he went to retrieve her,” she hissed. “They are not your property. Navan and Riley are both trained soldiers in my army, and both are honorary citizens of the North. You will not have them.”

      It was some relief to realize that they didn’t want to kill us both on sight. I’d been sure that Brisha would be pissed at us for abandoning the planet while she’d been unconscious during the Titan invasion, but she didn’t seem too perturbed. In fact, she seemed more bothered by Gianne’s theft of us than anything else. I’d thought the same would happen with Gianne—that she’d be angry about us leaving in such a hurry, not to mention the fact that we’d crept back across the border to try to warn the North of what Gianne was unleashing. Obviously, we’d been too late to do anything, but that had been our intention. I’d been sure Gianne would’ve pieced that together, but it didn’t look like she had.

      “I did not steal them from you, Brisha. You have such a vivid imagination. I wonder if anything you say is true,” Gianne fired back scornfully. “Navan Idrax is a citizen of the South, as is his pet.”

      Brisha shook her head in disbelief. “See, you do not even know her name! They are my people, not yours.”

      I considered telling them that, actually, we didn’t “belong” to either of them, but it didn’t seem like the kind of argument I wanted to get involved in. I might not have had the most functional upbringing, but I’d seen enough to know that it was never a good idea to interrupt a family dispute.

      “They lied to you, Brisha. That pet does not care about being your citizen. Why should you or I trouble ourselves with her name?” Gianne remarked. “Just allow me to have them both, and we shall be done with it. They are very valuable to me, though they mean nothing to you.”

      “What absolute nonsense!” Brisha scowled. “She might have told me she was a Kryptonian, but now I understand why Riley lied to me: she was seeking to protect her planet from viperous scavengers like you, who would seek to eat up her entire species for the sake of your elixir. While it is true that I wish to make a viable elixir, I would not seek to destroy her species in order to do it. I value life a little more highly than you do, Sister.”

      Gianne scoffed. “Listen to your pious, self-righteous claptrap. You would wipe out every single one of these inferior creatures if it meant eternal life, and you know it. Do not pretend any different, for I shall not believe it.”

      “They are coming with me!” Brisha insisted icily.

      “No, Brisha, they are coming with me!”

      Orion smiled. “Actually, Your Majesties, they are not going with either of you,” he said bluntly. “They are my prisoners, and I will not relinquish them for anything. I have unfinished business to attend to with the both of them, and you will not stand in my way. I suggest you leave this room and go to your ships, where you can mull over my offer of a treaty. You are wasting your breath trying to obtain them.”

      For a moment, the air bristled with palpable tension, to the point where I thought a fight might break out amongst all three. Gianne certainly looked ready to spring, and Orion’s hands were balled into fists. Only Brisha seemed to be somewhat in control of her emotions, though I knew she’d take action if she had to.

      “What do you wish to do with them, Orion?” Brisha asked.

      “They have betrayed me, and will be punished accordingly,” he replied solemnly, though there was an added note of bitterness in his voice. “Riley is responsible for a murder most foul, and Navan is her long-standing accomplice.”

      Brisha caught my gaze, holding it. “I suppose it is only fair that triple-crossing traitors should come to such a fate. Justice cannot be outrun forever,” she said wearily. I heard the sorrow in her voice, that sad note revealing how hurt she was by our constant deceit. Even if she claimed to understand my reasoning, I knew she was wounded by what we’d done, and continued to do.

      “You know something, Sister, I think you are right,” Gianne chimed in gleefully. “They do deserve a fitting end for all of their traitorous activities. Perhaps it is best left in the hands of Orion here, to play the part of executioner. It would appear he is the one who has been crossed most recently.”

      It’s not like you to pass up the opportunity to execute someone, Gianne, I thought to myself, wishing I had the guts to say it out loud, especially if this was the last chance I might have for a sharp comeback. Still, I kept my mouth shut.

      “I’m not certain of that,” Brisha muttered grimly, turning her gaze back to Orion. “I think the loss of Pandora came as a shock to both of us, am I correct? Although, I envy that you were able to think of her fondly, once she was gone. All I could think about was the betrayal, Orion. To my mind, she was the one who deserved what she got—you cannot deny that, considering the sentence for treason has always been death.”

      Orion looked as though he were about to lose control of his temper, his eyes glittering wildly, his wings unfurling. Brisha stood her ground, unfurling the majesty of her own wings, which were shot through with gold, like the onyxscye stone back on Vysanthe. I honestly didn’t know who would win in a fight between Orion and Brisha. The former was bigger and stronger, but the latter was wily and smart.

      “She did not deserve what that vile cretin did to her,” Orion growled.

      “And yet you think it is right that they be killed for their treason against all of us? Does that not seem somewhat hypocritical?”

      “They are inferior, Queen Brisha. Their deaths mean nothing.”

      “Still, where is my revenge for what Pandora did to me? Where is my retribution? Why should you get to put your demons to rest, when I cannot?” Brisha’s muscles were tensed, her arms rippling, the veins in her neck straining. “I ought to kill you for putting her in my confidence and making me believe she was a friend.”

      Orion narrowed his eyes. “As a queen, you should have learned not to trust anyone a long time ago.”

      “I agree these two should be punished, but they are coming with me,” Brisha insisted. “I will be the one to dole it out.”

      “No, you will not. You will leave them here, or you will die trying to take them.”

      I hadn’t expected things to take this sort of turn, but then, I’d forgotten how deeply Pandora’s betrayal had affected Brisha. Orion had Ezra, Gianne had Aurelius, but who did Brisha have now? I imagined she’d found it hard to trust anyone since we’d revealed the truth about Pandora, and the loneliness must have been eating away at her. It was the only explanation for a reaction like this, from someone who was usually the most rational person in the room.

      “Sister, there are things that must be discussed,” Gianne said, lowering her voice to barely a whisper. “Do not do anything you may regret. A defecting coldblood and a human pet are not worth dying over.”

      I hadn’t expected Gianne to be the one to calm Brisha down, but her words seemed to have a soothing effect on her sister. In a matter of moments, Brisha visibly relaxed, her breathing returning to normal, her claws retracting and her wings folding back beneath her shoulder blades.

      “You’re right, Gianne,” she conceded, turning a furious glare toward Orion. “I will take my leave of you now, but your day will come, Orion. I will see you on the battlefield. It will be my knife that puts an end to your pathetic existence. You will never see your third of our planet. Vysanthe does not belong to you. You decided that when you abandoned her.” Without waiting for a reply, she turned and stormed out of the room, her guards following close behind her.

      “We shall see you in the fray, rebel scum,” Gianne added. “Only one of us can be the victor of this fight and become the conqueror of this planet. May the worthiest coldblood win.”

      With that, Gianne turned on her heel and left the windowless room to the rebel faction. Aurelius trailed behind her, though not before casting one look back at us. The twisted smile on his face sent chills down my spine—what did he have to be so happy about? Perhaps he and Gianne had another plan up their sleeves? I wouldn’t be surprised; coldbloods always seemed to be crossing each other.

      As soon as the queens were gone, all hell broke loose. The calmer demeanor that Orion had been putting on fell away, revealing his true fury. In a fit of rage, he picked up a green glass vase that was just about the only decoration in the stark room and hurled it in our direction. Navan and I ducked, and the vase smashed into the wall behind us in an explosion of green shards. A few of them bit into my skin, and I knew I’d find trickles of blood when I checked later… if there was a later.

      “How DARE they speak to me like that!” he roared, slamming his fists on the desk. “How dare they come in here and think of ME as inferior to THEM? Those mewling throat-tearers think they’re so superior—well, they’ll soon find out just how subservient they’re going to be, when I am the one in charge!”

      “Chief Orion, I really think you ought to calm down. They might agree to the treaty,” Ezra suggested, though there wasn’t a hint of sincerity in his voice.

      “Do not tell me what to do, Ezra, or I shall see you executed as well,” he snapped. “Lazar, escort these two down to the autopsy room. There are some tools there I wish to utilize. Indeed, I plan to have some fun with them before I kill them. That is sure to calm me down.”

      Ezra shot his boss a hard look, though he didn’t say a word about Orion’s threat. “And what am I supposed to do while you’re doing that?”

      “Take the energy elixir up to the ambaka and pour it down his throat. You are to ensure that he stays alive, so he can keep the dome functioning. Let’s not forget that it is all that’s standing between us and the Fed who are waiting to decimate us,” Orion replied curtly. “Lazar, give the energy elixir to Ezra.”

      With a nervous nod, Lazar reached into his pocket and took out a medium-sized bottle. However, before he could hand it to Ezra, he hesitated. “Chief Orion… I hate to say this at such a vitally important moment, but if you give the ambaka too much of the elixir, you risk him overdosing. If that happens, there will be undesirable side effects… including death.”

      “Do not test my patience, Lazar,” Orion warned. “We need to keep that dome up as long as possible, and that means pumping the ambaka full of elixir. If he dies after we have the queens on our side, I don’t care. We might not be able to use him anymore, but they won’t be able to use him either. It is your job and Ezra’s job to keep him alive until then.”

      “Isn’t there some other solution?” Ezra suggested blankly.

      Lazar shook his head. “That would take time, and we don’t have time.”

      A growl of impatience sounded from Orion’s throat. “See, this is precisely why I never wanted the humans or the Vysantheans to know of our existence here. Secrecy was the key to our ability to operate undisturbed! Rask’s sake!” He slammed his fists down on the desk once more, startling me.

      I shot Navan a look, catching a similarly confused expression on his face. Once again, I found myself wondering who the hell could’ve gained from destroying the nudus shield. It was of no benefit to the rebels, Earth’s leaders, or the Fed. The only people it might have benefited were the queens, but they couldn’t have known of our plans… not unless they’d snuck another spy on board our ships. Even that seemed unlikely, considering we’d asked Alfa to continuously check the ship for any sign of stowaways, Rexombra or otherwise. We’d arrived in Earth’s solar system without any followers, and I was pretty sure we hadn’t picked up any between the Lunar HQ and here.

      Was it simply the human governments fighting back against a perceived alien invasion? Could they rally their resources that quickly? I’d seen it happen in movies, but I wasn’t sure it was possible in real life. That kind of mobilization took time and effort, and we’d given no indication of what was going to happen until the very last moment, when those Fed ships carrying the shield-bearers were already on their way to their designated locations. It looked like Navan was just as baffled.

      “Get the ambaka to drink it slowly, if you can,” Lazar said, handing the bottle over to Ezra.

      Ezra smirked. “I doubt he’s in the mood to cooperate.”

      “Lazar! Autopsy room, now!” Orion snapped, drawing Lazar away from Ezra.

      “Of course, Chief Orion,” he mumbled, as he ushered Navan and me toward the door of the windowless room. Flanked by two extra guards, Lazar led us out through the disorienting gloom of the corridors, and back onto the elevated walkway outside the main door. Orion was following behind us at a leisurely pace, no doubt anticipating the pleasure of snuffing out my life, as I’d snuffed out Pandora’s.

      Navan and I exchanged another glance as we walked along, with him tilting his head discreetly toward the guard to his right. I gave a small nod to let him know I understood. If we were going to snatch Orion, we’d have to get rid of the guards first. How we were going to do that was another question entirely.

      “Here we are!” Lazar said with forced brightness, letting us in on the situation.

      “I know where the autopsy room is,” Orion muttered, as we all entered the room beyond. It looked like something out of a horror film, with buckets of festering limbs and organs littering the place, and row upon row of vicious-looking tools lining the walls. In the center of the room, there were six mortuary-style slabs, all of them presently vacant. I had a feeling that was about to change.

      As soon as the door to the autopsy room was closed behind us, Navan nudged me in the arm, giving me the signal. We broke away from Lazar, slipping easily from our bonds. I shuffled out of the blue coat and ripped my gun from its hidden holster, aiming to take one clean shot at the guard’s forehead. As I pulled the trigger, nothing happened—something had jammed inside the mechanism of the weapon.

      See, this is why I prefer knives, I thought furiously, scanning the room for anything else I could use. On the workbench nearby, I could see the glint of scalpels, five of them all set up in a neat row. Without missing a beat, I sprinted for the blades and snatched them up, before turning to hurl them toward the guard. Two scalpels caught him square in the throat, the third skimming across his jugular and the fourth landing just below his eye. The fifth hit the wall behind him, the handle swinging from side to side. At first, nothing happened. Then, the guard buckled, collapsing to his knees in a state of shock as the severed artery suddenly exploded in a rainstorm of blood.

      Using the awful distraction to his advantage, Navan lunged for the second guard, yanking the saber out of its hidden scabbard and slicing the blade across the neck of the unsuspecting rebel. Blood spurted out, making the floor even slicker underfoot. We’d have to be careful where we stepped.

      I had to check myself for a second, wondering when I’d become so desensitized to the sight of violence. Right now, it was barely registering a response. I knew I had to fight, and the rest seemed to drift into the background. It horrified me, to think I’d gotten used to it.

      In the chaos, Lazar swiped up a bucket of limbs and threw them in Orion’s face. Covered in blood and viscera, Orion stumbled backward. Lazar pulled cuffs from his belt and tried to latch them on to Orion’s wrists, but the rebel leader was much too quick for that. He recovered rapidly from having limbs and guts chucked in his face, tripping the one-eyed coldblood and sending him sprawling backward.

      “Really, Lazar?” he taunted.

      With his focus turned toward his newfound betrayer, I reached for another set of scalpels and flung them toward Orion. He dodged them easily, swiping them out of the way using an Aksavdo move I’d never mastered—every time I’d tried it, I’d ended up with cuts all over my forearms. Meanwhile, Navan tried to slash at him with the blade of his saber, but he seemed to move in all directions at once. He was definitely a much stronger foe than we’d fought before.

      Every attempt we made to get close to him was thwarted, either by a keenly placed punch or a swift kick, or an autopsy tool slung in our direction. Lazar was trying his hardest to get the cuffs on Orion’s wrists, but nothing seemed to be working. It would only be a matter of time before he managed to evade us, slipping out of the door and sounding the alarm. We couldn’t let it happen.

      “How would you like to feel the shock of another chip in your neck, Riley?” Orion shouted, pulling what looked like a chip-gun down from the wall. “I should very much like to see you suffer.”

      “The only way you’ll get one of those things in my neck is if I’m lying dead on one of these slabs,” I snapped back.

      He laughed coldly. “That can be arranged.”

      Picking up a jagged-toothed saw from one of the mortuary slabs, I ran at him, diving to my knees at the last moment, using the slippery blood to skid along the floor toward him. I wanted to strike at his thigh, to sever the femoral artery, though I wasn’t sure if his anatomy lined up with mine. Even so, I knew it’d hurt him, and it would definitely distract him.

      As I shot through the gap between his legs, his eyes followed me in amused surprise. The jagged teeth of the saw passed across his leg, but they didn’t bite as deeply as I’d wanted.

      “Nice try, human,” he taunted, his focus straying from Navan for a moment too long. It was all the time Navan needed to hurl himself at Orion and force the barrel of the chip-gun upward, until it was resting against Orion’s throat. He pulled down hard on the trigger, inserting a chip straight into the neck of the rebel leader.

      Scrambling to my feet, struggling not to slip on the slick floor, I reached up to the wall for the device that accompanied the chip and turned it on. I pressed the button I’d seen Orion press when our roles had been reversed and watched as he sank to his knees in pain, his face contorting in agony. A guttural cry tore from his throat.

      Now, it was our turn to use Orion like he had used us.
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      Wielding the device that controlled the chip as though it were some sort of all-powerful relic, I stared down at Orion on his knees. Like this, with his face twisted up and beads of sweat forming on his forehead, he didn’t look nearly as frightening.

      “Lazar, Navan, grab him. We’re taking him upstairs,” I instructed, trying not to let the power of the chip-device go to my head. Overconfidence makes people vulnerable; I’d just seen that firsthand.

      Lazar frowned. “Upstairs?”

      “Up to the roof. I want to make an example of him.”

      “And what about the notebook?”

      I flashed him an impatient stare. “We can get that out of him later. Right now, we need to make the rebels see just how weak their leader is—we need to knock their confidence in him. If we can do that, we’ll have won half the battle.”

      Lazar didn’t look entirely convinced, but he did as I’d instructed anyway. They lifted Orion up, and Navan forced his arms behind his back as Lazar cuffed his wrists. I held the threat of the chip-device over Orion’s head, letting him know that I meant business—a simple set of cuffs was no assurance that Orion would stay securely captured, and I didn’t want to risk him calling for the cavalry.

      “We should gag him,” Navan suggested, glancing around the room. He found the solution a moment later, picking up a ball of bandages and shoving it into Orion’s mouth, before binding it in place with several reams of the same stuff. At least it would keep him silent.

      However, as we exited the autopsy room, with Lazar dragging Orion along and Navan pushing him from behind, it seemed the rebel leader had other ideas. He knew he was captured, but I could see he had no desire to be cooperative. Every so often he would stop, digging his heels into the ground, forcing me to shock him to get him to move again. As much as I despised Orion, it never got easier to inflict pain like that, at the touch of a button. There was no equality in it, like in a real fight.

      With me acting as the group’s scout, peering around the corner of each walkway to make sure no guards were heading our way, we took a backward route up to the rooftop. Lazar called out the directions to me as we pressed on, taking us a different way through the alchemy lab, where we wouldn’t be as obvious to the patrolling guards. Within a few moments, we’d come to a steep stairwell tucked away in the side of one of the vast chambers. It seemed to go on forever. I really wasn’t looking forward to getting Orion up the stairs, though I realized Lazar and Navan were the ones doing the heavy lifting.

      “You sure there isn’t another way?” I asked tentatively.

      “Not unless you want guards crawling all over us,” Lazar replied.

      “Will you guys be okay, carrying him all that way?”

      Navan nodded. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll manage. And if he steps out of line, shock him.”

      I was worried he’d say that, but what choice did I have? If Orion wouldn’t cooperate of his own accord, then he’d have to be made to. As if to prove my point, Orion tried to brace his legs against the bottom step of the stairs, pushing back with all his might to try to unbalance his captors. I pressed down hard on the button. His legs buckled instantly as a wave of pain washed over his face. He would learn, one way or the other.

      After what seemed like forever, we reached a doorway at the far end of a narrow walkway, which sat at the top of the relentless staircase. It looked like an emergency exit. Reaching for the rusted handle, I pulled hard, and the door creaked open. Hazy blue light streamed in, the sunlight filtered by the nudus shield Stone was still holding up. It really did look like a summer’s twilight, though I knew it was still daytime outside, beyond the new dome Orion had forced the ambaka to build.

      “We can’t take him out there with a gag in his mouth,” I warned, hesitating on the threshold that led out to the rooftop. “If the rebels see that, it’ll only make them angrier.”

      Navan frowned thoughtfully. “Take it off, then, but if he breathes a word you’ll have to shock him. We can’t have him rousing his troops when we’re supposed to be doing the opposite.”

      “And the notebook?” Lazar chimed in, almost nervously.

      I cast him an apologetic glance. “Sorry, Lazar, it’s still going to have to wait.”

      “As long as you make good on your promise, Riley.” There was a hint of warning in his voice that I didn’t feel like testing.

      “I will, but we have to do this first. We need to minimize Orion in the eyes of his followers and make them doubt what they’re doing. Then, we have to get Stone back.”

      Taking a deep breath, I reached down to remove the bandages from Orion’s face. As I put my fingers near his mouth to pull out the ball, I half expected him to bite down on my hand, but he didn’t. Perhaps the threat of the device was working after all.

      We’d just taken him out onto the rooftop, though we still weren’t visible to the fighters below, when he spoke, shattering any illusions I might have had about his newfound obedience.

      “If you kill me, Riley, you do realize that you will make a martyr out of me, don’t you? With my death, you will only spur the rebel cause further into action—you will reignite their flagging spirit by giving them something else to fight for. Vengeance is a powerful tool, one I have often used to my own advantage,” he said, a note of amusement in his voice. There was something else, too, though I didn’t dare name it out loud… Could it be fear that I was hearing?

      “Who says we’re going to execute you?” I asked. “I only want them to see how weak you are.”

      “Their loyalty will never bend away from me,” he continued. “Those people down there, the ones who are fighting for me and my cause, they are the ones I took under my wings as outcasts and pariahs of their nation. They were the ignored, the useless, the bereft… and I gave them purpose. They won’t run from the bonds that tie us together, as a brotherhood, a sisterhood, a family.”

      “They will when they see how false your message is,” Navan remarked icily. “You didn’t give them purpose—you fed them a lie. You told them you were going to offer something different, but you just want to give them more of the same. You wanted to be king, and that’s all it boils down to.”

      Orion spat at Navan. “What would you know about being an outcast? You’re an Idrax. You have always been welcomed to the inner sanctum of high society. My comrades, they felt hopeless in the face of a divided Vysanthe and a monarchy that had forgotten who truly mattered. They were the ordinary folk who your kind decided to use as pawns in their game of war.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “We are equal here. We are a true society,” Orion insisted. “Back on Vysanthe, they didn’t feel like citizens of anywhere. They were forced to watch the home they’d all loved so dearly, the home that had once been so breathtaking in its accomplishments, brought low by the petty squabbles of two teenage girls.”

      “As I say, your complaints and your actions were, and are, motivated solely by your desire for the throne. You just offered up your surrender in return for a third of Vysanthe. Tell me, what is it you think I’m missing? It all seems pretty obvious to me.”

      Orion’s eyes narrowed in rage. “I didn’t want to be king. I don’t want to be king. I was forced into the role of leader when those queens decided to tear our planet apart. I only want to do what is best for the future of Vysanthe,” he replied venomously. “My comrades wanted a purpose in life—a home and a reason for being—and I gave that to them. Even in death, I will continue to accomplish that. I will carve a path for them, back to the world they were forced to flee from, though I’ll make sure they find it in a much better state than they left it.”

      “You’re living in a fantasy land, Orion,” I said softly.

      His head whipped around, his cold gaze connecting with mine. “You do not get to speak on matters that do not involve you, Riley, though you can rest assured that my Pandora will be avenged, one way or another. After all, you were the one who made it personal.”

      “Let’s get him out where everyone can see him,” Navan suggested, leading Orion forward, though I was already unsettled by what the rebel leader had said.

      We paused just short of the main stretch of rooftop, where Stone was still kneeling, his arms bound. His third eye had been covered up again, but the nudus on his arm were still forming the dome above him, the creatures continuing to sap his concentration and energy. I guessed the energy elixir had worked, considering he was still breathing.

      Crowding the ambaka in a circle were Ezra and his soldiers, while a small ship stood off to the right-hand side. I wasn’t sure what it was there for, but the sight of it made me even more nervous. The last thing we needed was a clear escape route for Orion, if the rebels took him out of our hands again. Honestly, I’d expected to see Ezra up here, with a few guards, but I hadn’t anticipated a group this size. What if they weren’t in a bargaining mood?

      Clearing my throat, I strode across the rooftop, keeping a healthy gap between us as I came to a halt. Lazar and Navan followed, shoving Orion to the ground. At closer range, Stone didn’t look good at all—he was swaying from side to side, all three of his eyes shut tight, his body prevented from slumping forward by a rebel guard’s strong hands gripping his shoulders.

      “Still alive, I see,” Ezra remarked, his voice carrying a hint of surprise. He glanced down at Orion. “Let me guess… you’ve come to bargain?” A strange glimmer flashed across his eyes, but it was a mixture of emotions I couldn’t quite gauge. It was almost as though the two of them were saying something to one another, communicating in silence.

      “If you try to snatch him, I will kill him,” I warned, brandishing the chip-device. “We put a chip in his neck. I assume you know what they’re capable of?”

      Ezra grinned. “A sneaky move, human.”

      “We’ll remove the chip from his neck and hand Orion back to you, in exchange for Stone. And that ship over there,” I said, gesturing at the small vessel. It hadn’t been part of my initial plan, but it was a good way to get Stone off the roof and out of danger as soon as possible.

      A murmur of panic rippled through the gathered rebel guards, all of them exchanging worried looks. Evidently, nobody had expected their leader to be brought low like this, especially not by a ragtag trio.

      “Orion’s safety is paramount,” I heard one murmur.

      “How could he allow himself to be caught?” another hissed—his was the thought I focused on, praying the mentality would spread amongst his peers.

      Hysteria trickled through the congregation of rebels, with only Ezra remaining calmly at its center. I didn’t shift my gaze from him for a second, knowing he would strike at the merest sign of me letting my guard down. It unnerved me, the way he kept glancing at Orion, as though they were sharing information, but there wasn’t much I could do about that.

      “You want this pathetic creature?” Ezra taunted, gesturing at Stone. “Our ‘weapon’ seems to have had an adverse reaction to dear Lazar’s energy elixir and is quickly becoming catatonic. It won’t be much longer until he’s completely useless to us, anyway, so I don’t think we’ll be exchanging anything. Besides, I doubt you’d uphold your end of the bargain, even if we agreed. I wouldn’t, if the roles were reversed.”

      “But we aren’t like you, Ezra,” I said.

      He gave a humorless chuckle. “Oh, I think you’re more like me than you know.”

      “Then trust what I say, Ezra,” Navan interjected. “I’m a man of my word—if I say we’ll give you Orion in exchange for Stone, then we will. If he’s useless to you, then you stand to lose nothing by giving him to us. If you refuse, then you stand to lose everything. Riley won’t hesitate to kill Orion if you don’t do as we ask.”

      “You must think I’m a prize idiot, Navan,” Ezra shot back. “I know she won’t do it here, because if she did, she’d only make a martyr out of him. I know that’s not what you want.”

      Navan frowned. “Are you willing to risk that? Your army is weakened. Why should we care if your rebels have a bit of a resurgence after seeing their leader executed? We’ll soon bring you, and them, back down to annihilation again.”

      “Oh, Navan, I expected more of you. Haven’t you noticed?”

      Navan’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Noticed what?”

      “Another party has joined our little game of war.”
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      Ezra gestured up through the bluish haze of the nudus dome. I followed the line of his hand, my eyes widening at the sight beyond. Human aircraft had joined the fight, circling above the base, though they didn’t seem to be firing on the Fed ships that were patiently waiting, which could only mean one thing: not all of humanity was in cahoots with the coldbloods, and it looked like these people were eager to be rid of the dangerous alien invaders. For now, they didn’t seem to mind the “friendly” ones.

      “Why should we worry about them? They want to destroy you, not us,” I said.

      “Stone’s dome is the only thing standing between us and obliteration,” Ezra replied. “You are simply collateral damage, Riley. They won’t care if you end up caught in the crossfire, so long as they can rid themselves of us.”

      Proving his point, one of the rebel fighter ships shot a blast upward. The projectile hurtled out of the dome, toward one of the human aircraft. It dodged out of the way at the last moment, and the blast whizzed harmlessly away, but it seemed to have rattled the human contingent. Suddenly, a different aircraft turned and launched a missile at the rebel base. The dome absorbed the blow with a ripple of energy that vibrated along the curve and into the ground.

      If the human military were freaking out like this, it made me worry how the rest of humanity was reacting to the now-obvious alien invasion. I’d seen some clips in the news on the way to Siberia, but that was before the nudus shield went up—that was before any of it might have seemed real to them. In my global broadcast, I’d been a single human spreading an insane message that could easily have been taken for a hoax. But now that most people had seen the dome, even for that brief amount of time, it wasn’t something they could ignore anymore. I had a feeling people must have been losing their minds, thinking the end of the world was coming.

      “You think I’m afraid to see what they might do?” I asked, feigning a confidence I didn’t feel.

      “I think you’re very afraid. Because it isn’t just you, is it? Let’s say we ignore this relationship between the two of you for a moment,” Ezra said, waggling his hand at Navan and me. “You might be willing to sacrifice yourselves in an ever so tragic final act of love, but you won’t risk the lives of all those humans we’ve got hidden away in our lab. I expect you’ve seen them by now. You’d never be kind enough to simply let your human ships put them out of their misery. You’d rather try to save everyone.”

      He was right, and what made it worse was that he knew he was right. I wanted to wipe the smirk off his face, but right now we were at a stalemate. We couldn’t take Stone and the nudus without the humans razing the base to the ground, killing everyone, including the human victims trapped below, and we definitely couldn’t leave without him. But what were we supposed to do if Ezra wouldn’t make an exchange?

      “Can I speak with Stone for a moment?” I asked, a thought popping into my head.

      “Why not? It makes no difference to me.”

      I smiled. “Good, as long as your men don’t get handsy.”

      “What are you doing?” Navan whispered into my ear.

      “Trying to save everyone,” I replied wryly.

      Knowing I was taking a risk by bridging the gap between Ezra and me, I walked forward and ducked down beside Stone. He was murmuring something in a state of semi-consciousness. I had to act fast, before he passed out completely. I’d seen the nudus act with a hive mind, and Stone had told us that the nudus would only hold on to their chosen host until the strength of that host waned, the nourishment was no longer enough, or the host died. Right now, Stone’s strength and nourishment were waning, which gave me hope that my plan might work.

      “Stone, can you hear me?”

      A garbled murmur was his reply.

      “If you can, I need you to send some kind of mental instruction to your nudus, to move to a different host,” I said softly. “You’re fading, and we need to keep the shield up a while longer. If there’s anything you can do, I need you to do it now.”

      “What’re you trying to do?” Ezra snapped, his expression curious.

      I flashed him a look over my shoulder. “Who’s your youngest recruit?”

      “That would be Orval.” Ezra gestured toward a skinny, nervous-looking coldblood who stood to the far side of the circle. He didn’t look like he’d even know how to hold a weapon, let alone fire one. I prayed my intuition was right.

      “Bring him over here.” I’d expected Ezra to argue, but he didn’t. Instead, he had the boy ushered over to where I was crouched, where he continued to stand awkwardly, as though awaiting some sort of death sentence. “Hold out your arm for me,” I instructed.

      “What are you going to do to me?” Orval’s voice shook.

      “These creatures respond to vibrations in a person’s aura. If you’re pure of heart, they’ll come to you, but it won’t hurt when they latch on, I promise,” I said, noticing that Ezra was listening intently. “Now, hold your arm as close to Stone’s as you can.”

      The boy did as he was told, though I could feel the nerves shivering off him. At first, nothing happened; the nudus kept glowing, continuing to sap Stone of his waning strength. I realized there must be enough nourishment left—after all, he wasn’t quite dead yet. This was going to take some concentration on Stone’s part, though I wasn’t sure he had much left.

      I rested my hand on Stone’s shoulder. “Stone, can you suggest that your nudus move over to this new host? I know it’s a lot of strain on your mind, but we need this to work.”

      He mumbled an incoherent reply. I didn’t even know if he could hear me. His eyes were squeezed shut, his face deathly pale, with rivulets of sweat pouring down. He really didn’t look good, and it scared the living hell out of me. I’d grown fond of Stone. He’d become part of our strange mishmash of a team—I refused to lose him now.

      Suddenly, the nudus unfurled from Stone’s arm and sniffed out the innocent scent of the young rebel. It looked like Orval was about to recoil in fear, but I lunged for him and held him in place.

      He glanced at Orion, who was still kneeling on the ground. “Chief, what should I do?”

      Orion smiled bitterly. “Do as the nice lady has told you. Let those creatures use your strength.”

      “I bet they’d shrivel up and die if they came near one of us,” Ezra mused, a twisted grin tugging at his lips. “A shame, considering the strongest amongst us are usually the most corrupt. Imagine how fiercely we could wield them, if they weren’t so concerned about purity.”

      “I’m guessing that’s the point,” I shot back, watching the nudus closely. At first, they didn’t seem sure, sniffing Orval’s gray skin with some trepidation. Perhaps I’d been wrong about the young recruit—maybe it was already too late for him. Then, to my relief, a fat, red-tinged nudus wriggled over to the boy’s arm, where it latched on with a soft suckering sound and began to glow contentedly. The rest followed suit, evidently satisfied that the new host was a viable one.

      “What do I do?” Orval asked, in a panic.

      “Focus,” I explained. “Mentally tell the nudus what you want them to do. If you want to forge a shield, let them know that.”

      Each time a new nudus crossed over to Orval, latching on and feeding from his fresh supply of nutrients, they joined forces to send up a new stream of the shield’s blue energy. He staggered back in fright as the final nudus moved over to his arm, releasing the final tie that had bound Stone to the nudus dome overhead. It flickered disturbingly during the final stage of the transfer, making me wonder if it was going to hold under Orval’s power.

      Only one nudus stayed exactly where it was—the blue one Stone had always worn, ever since our first encounter. Its glow was worryingly dim, the glassy sheen faded to a dull, almost leathery texture. I guessed, after all that time, it felt some kind of loyalty to Stone. Even though it might signal its own death, it didn’t seem ready to leave him. The creature was dimming its own light so that it wouldn’t sap too much of Stone’s remaining energy. There was a bittersweet sadness in that which, at any other time, would have broken my heart.

      The dome kept flickering, my heart pounding with each crackle and dip in strength. If any weakness appeared, the ships—Fed and human—wouldn’t hesitate to swoop through and bomb the living daylights out of the rebel base.

      “What if it fails?” Orval squeaked.

      “It won’t. You’re doing great,” I encouraged him. “Make sure you keep the focus on what you want the nudus to do. Let them know how strong you want the dome to be. This is your responsibility now, and you have to make sure you don’t lose that focus for a second, do you understand? This is your chance to make a difference. The nudus only choose hosts who are worthy, and they’ve chosen you.”

      Orval nodded uncertainly, closing his eyes as a nervous smile crept onto his lips. A moment later, a thrum of blue energy rippled across the curve of the dome, reinforcing the flagging barrier. Covered in nudus, the young rebel was holding the dome up all by himself, and he was doing a pretty good job of it, too.

      My happiness was short-lived, as Stone slumped forward, the light in his sole remaining nudus all but gone. I had to fight the urge to rush forward to help him, and I could see, out of the corner of my eye, that Navan was fighting the same urge. The stalemate still wasn’t over, even though we’d managed to resolve the issue of the nudus dome.

      Orval opened his eyes, staring at me with a mixture of awe and fear, as a hesitant question slipped from his mouth: “Who are you?”

      Meeting his gaze, I had to remember that there were innocents among the rebels. Not only that, but there were those who genuinely thought they were doing the right thing. There were rebels down there, and up here, and wandering around inside the alchemy lab, who really believed that they were fighting for the greater good, a better future for Vysanthe, where everyone was on equal footing. These were the ignored and the homeless, the citizens who’d felt so let down by their leaders that they’d been forced to rebel. Not all of them were Ezras and Orions. Some of them were the same as me or Navan, or Angie or Bashrik, or Lauren or Stone, or Xiphio or Ronad—fighting to defend and protect what they believed in.

      “Will the boy be able to hold the shield up like this for a while?” Ezra asked, his tone laced with false indifference. He was as concerned about the shield failing as we were.

      I nodded. “He should. Just don’t go shoving energy elixirs down his throat. If he needs a boost to get him through the night, drip-feed it to him. Otherwise, you’ll end up with another catatonic shield-bearer who’s no longer any use to you.” I made no effort to conceal my contempt for Ezra and what he’d done to Stone. Weirdly enough, I felt a strange sense of maternal protectiveness for Orval. He was young, and the nudus obviously valued the purity in his heart. Truthfully, I didn’t want any harm to come to him. He didn’t deserve it.

      “Well, then, I suppose you can have your empty shell in exchange for Orion, now that you’ve saved us the job of trying to keep out those ships,” Ezra said, with a casual flick of his wrist.

      I was about to move forward to drag Stone away when my comms device buzzed. Knowing we were due for a check-in from Xiphio regarding the other shield-bearers who’d fallen, I snatched it out of my pocket. I felt bad for not running to Stone immediately, but I needed to hear some good news about my friends.

      “I need to answer this,” I insisted, stepping back. I didn’t want him to hear any of my conversation.

      “First you demand an exchange, now you’re not concerned? I wish you’d make up your mind,” Ezra taunted. “Though, I suppose your friend isn’t exactly going anywhere.”

      “I’ll be back in a moment. Don’t touch him, or you’ll have me to answer to.”

      “I’m quaking in my boots.” A bitter cackle rippled from his throat as I turned away from him and stalked toward the shaded area of the rooftop, passing Navan, who was still gripping Orion in place. We exchanged a worried look as I moved past him, ducking behind the shelter of the rooftop’s architecture. I didn’t know why Ezra was allowing me to move around so freely, but I guessed he knew I had nowhere to run to. Besides, we still had Orion as leverage—he didn’t have much of a choice, either, if he wanted his leader spared.

      As soon as I was safely out of sight, I pressed the answer button and waited for the speaker to say something. All the while, I was conscious of rebel eyes seeking me out from the other side of the rooftop protrusion I was hiding behind, making sure I didn’t try anything.

      Turning my attention to the comms device, I held my breath. I wanted to hear any kind of update on where my friends were, but it really couldn’t have come at a worse time.
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      Answering the call, I willed Xiphio’s voice to be the next thing I heard… but it was Commander Mahlo, her voice crackling through. I thought I’d be disappointed, but I was just grateful she was still alive. Even though a lot of the Fed agents had run for their lives, a defiant group were still fighting below, giving their all on the chaotic battlefield. Having kept our comms devices switched to direct transmissions only, it was hard to know who’d survived and who’d been caught in the warzone.

      “Captain Riley, do you read me?”

      “I hear you, Commander, though you’ll have to speak a little quieter. We aren’t exactly alone,” I explained, keeping one eye on the corner of the structure that blocked me from view.

      “Are you safe?”

      “For now. Where are you?”

      “In the wake of Orion’s offered ceasefire, myself and the rest of our surviving troops—merevin, lycan, and Rexombra alike—have retreated to the Lunar HQ to regroup before our next attack. We have left a handful of ships to watch the base, but that is all. Truly, we do not know if the queens will bite, but if they do not, then we will have another bloody battle on our hands.”

      I nodded, though I knew she couldn’t see me. “We’ve just had a run-in with the queens, actually.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Queen Brisha is still alive, and Navan and I were there during Orion’s little negotiation with her and her sister. It didn’t look too promising,” I explained.

      “Wait, where are you?”

      “We snuck into the alchemy lab to steal back Stone, and we managed to get an old friend to help us. Stone was captured, as you know, but we managed to take Orion as our hostage after witnessing the parlay between him and the queens. They’ve gone back to their ships to mull things over, but we’re still here, and we’re about to make a trade—Orion for Stone.” There was an uncertain pause on the other end that made me wonder if we’d lost connection. “Commander, are you still there?”

      “Yes, I’m still here,” she replied, her tone strange. “As noble as your plan may be, I would ask that you do not exchange Orion for Stone. Find a way to bring Orion to the Lunar HQ instead. We have questions for him, and he would be a vital tool in further hostage negotiations. They have many of our agents imprisoned, and we also have to think about the innocent humans still trapped inside the buildings. I know they have more holding pens away from the alchemy lab. There is no telling how many might die if we can’t extract them, so we need all the leverage we can get.”

      Her words stung, giving me a hard slap of reality. Stone was important, but he was just one man whose powers were failing him. The only reason we’d sought him out above retrieving the notebook was because he was the one advantage we had over the queens and the rebels. Without those powers, I knew it would be hard to convince the Fed that his life was worth more than the rest. It would be hard to convince myself, too.

      “What do we do about Stone?” I asked anxiously.

      “You’ll have to figure out a way to take both of them,” she replied, as though it were the easiest thing in the world. “We need what both can offer, and we need it sooner rather than later.”

      “How am I supposed to do that? We’re surrounded up here, Commander. I know you can’t see us through the shield, but we’re outnumbered. The only thing standing between us and execution is our hold on Orion.”

      I heard the commander sigh. “I cannot give you those answers, Captain. That is something you must figure out for yourself. We can’t spare any resources, and, even if we could, we have no way of getting them to you.”

      “Well… if you don’t hear from me soon, you can presume it either didn’t work or Navan and I are dead,” I said bluntly.

      “I wish you luck, Captain Idrax.”

      I sighed, pressing the end call button, before muttering a weary, “I’m going to need it.”

      I couldn’t believe that Commander Mahlo had put me in this position, after everything. How could she expect us to simply take both Orion and Stone, when there was a gang of rebels standing in the way, not to mention the reinforcements they had on the ground? We were entirely alone here, and that fact irked me more than anything else—we had nothing, and no one, to help us, yet we were expected to do everything to fix the mess that had been made. Plus, it wasn’t like I could communicate the message to Navan. I could give him some pointed looks, but it would never be enough to explain everything.

      Slipping the comms device back into my pocket, I rounded the corner of the rooftop, arriving in time to see Ezra land a sharp kick in Stone’s side. Navan and Lazar were helpless to do anything, while Orion remained under their guard.

      “What did I say to you?” I spat, darting forward to protect Stone.

      “What are you going to do, exactly?” Ezra taunted.

      “One of these days I will wipe that smug little smirk off your face, and then you’ll be sorry for everything you have ever done to us,” I ranted, spurred on by the irritation of Commander Mahlo’s instructions.

      Ezra grinned. “Like I said, I’m quaking in my boots.”

      I wanted to lunge at him, but Navan’s voice held me back.

      “Ezra, have your men put Stone on the ship. As soon as we’re on the gangway, we’ll give you Orion.” His voice was steady and unflustered, his face a perfect mask of serenity. He had the right attitude; it wouldn’t do any good for me to lose my temper, with so much still at stake.

      Ezra arched an eyebrow. “That’s not—” he began, but Orion cut him off.

      “Do as he says, Ezra. They have given us the power to wield the nudus dome, and though we may relinquish them today, we will face them again tomorrow,” he said firmly.

      “Chief—”

      “Do not disobey me, Ezra. Their weapon is useless; they are no threat to us while we have the dome over our heads,” he pressed. “Once they are beyond the shield, they cannot do much else. It is the peace we need.” Even as a hostage, he seemed to be the one in charge of this operation. I had to commend him for that.

      “Very well,” Ezra muttered, clicking his fingers at the nearby rebels and instructing them to carry Stone on board the small ship, which was grounded off to the right. He didn’t look happy about it, but it was clear he didn’t dare defy his leader.

      Watching the rebel coldbloods pick up Stone with surprising care, I walked back over to where Navan stood with Lazar, both of them gripping Orion’s shoulders. The one-eyed coldblood had a weird expression on his face, which was proving difficult to read.

      I realized I’d broken my promise—we hadn’t asked about the notebook, and it didn’t seem like he dared to. Part of me felt guilty, but the other part felt hopeful. If Orion and Ezra hadn’t given the notebook to their rebel alchemists, then that meant there was something amiss with it. Perhaps, after all of this, it didn’t have anything valuable in it after all. That was the only reason I could think of to explain why they hadn’t given it directly to their alchemists. It didn’t make sense that they’d kept it to themselves, unless there was nothing to gain from it.

      “You should come with us,” I told Lazar, as a peace offering. He’d helped us, at great personal risk, and that was worth a lot.

      Lazar shook his head. “I’ll help you carry Orion over to the gangway, but I have to stay here. I go wherever my alchemy work goes, and there is much for me to discover.”

      “But they’ll kill you for betraying them.”

      He smiled. “They won’t. I’m too valuable to them.”

      Frustrated, but knowing we didn’t have the time to spare, I understood that we had to leave him behind. If he wanted to stay here and risk the wrath of Ezra and the rebels, then that was his choice. I just hoped his confidence didn’t let him down. Despite the bad blood between us, I didn’t want him to be executed for helping us.

      “Come on,” Navan urged me. “If he won’t come with us, leave him here.”

      I nodded sadly as he and Lazar picked up Orion and led him over to the waiting ship. Stone was already safely inside, with the rebels hurrying back out onto the rooftop to join Ezra. I took Navan’s blade from him, wielding it in case someone tried anything on our way to the ship, but the rebels seemed unnervingly subdued. Evidently, they thought they were going to get their leader back without any blood needing to be spilled and didn’t feel like exacerbating the situation.

      Well… they were half right.

      My heart thundered in my chest as Navan and Lazar carried Orion to the top of the gangway, where they set him down, facing his comrades. Lazar headed back down, leaving us to our own devices. As Navan and I took a step back into the belly of the vessel, I rested my palm on the mechanism that pulled in the gangway. Navan glanced down at me, frowning as his eyes drifted to my hand on the controls. Understanding washed over his features, as my other hand gripped the chip-device.

      “Wait a moment,” he whispered, before disappearing into the cockpit. A few seconds later, the engine thrummed to life. Below us, Ezra’s eyes narrowed.

      “Orion, you can stand and walk back to your fellow rebels,” I announced, watching as Ezra’s shoulders instantly relaxed.

      He’d gotten halfway down when I triggered a shock. Orion crumpled to the floor. The rebels surged forward to get to him, but it was too late; the gangway was retracting at speed, and my arms were outstretched to pull Orion in, using his momentum to drag him the last few feet into the belly of the ship. I was almost crushed beneath his weight as I hauled him backward, but it was worth it to see the hatch automatically close on the advancing rebels as the ship surged upward, taking us away from them. Somehow, we’d managed to win this one.

      Wriggling free of Orion’s weight, and keeping him on the ground with another cursory shock, I scrambled to my feet and hurried to the window, wanting to see Ezra’s reaction. I hated that man so much, and I was desperate to see the shock on his face. However, as I looked down, Ezra was standing with his arms folded, his face blank, showing no surprise or sorrow at his leader being stolen away. All around him, the other rebels were livid, shaking their fists up at the ship and stretching out their wings as if to follow us.

      I saw Ezra’s mouth move, telling them not to chase us. The other rebels stared at him as though he were crazy, but they did as he asked, retracting their wings. A shiver of dread bristled up my spine. It almost seemed like Ezra had let us get away. After all, he hadn’t put up much of a fight. At any point, he could have snatched Orion back with force, but he hadn’t even tried. He’d let me wander around the side of the rooftop to take a call, and he hadn’t balked at the idea of us taking his ship, with an ambaka on board. Stone might not be in the best state, but he still had powerful potential.

      I felt sick, realizing it had all been too easy. Was this what Orion and Ezra had planned all along? Had Orion wanted to be captured? He had seemed pretty eager not to let Ezra stop us, and Lazar had been so confident that the rebels wouldn’t execute him for his betrayal. Had we walked straight into their trap, believing ourselves to be the hunters instead of the hunted?

      I turned toward the spot where Orion lay curled up on the floor, keeping my finger on the trigger that activated the chip.

      Slowly, he sat up, staring up at me with a small smile and a faraway look in his eyes.
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      With Navan at the helm, putting a cloaking barrier over the ship, we passed through the shimmering blue haze of the nudus dome. We couldn’t go back inside without someone who wore a nudus to open up a gap in the dome’s shield, following the same rules we’d witnessed on Glossa. Stone was one such bearer, but he was in no state to do any wielding right now. He was slumped on the far side of the main space, totally unconscious. The only thing that told me he wasn’t dead was the gentle glow of the nudus on his wrist.

      Given our status as enemies within the base, and the fact that we were massively outnumbered, we’d had no choice but to retreat. At least we had Orion and Stone to show for it, even if my enthusiasm over Orion’s successful capture was waning slightly. Ezra’s face was going to haunt me for a long time to come, prompting my brain to overthink every single action we’d taken.

      Plucking the comms device out of my pocket, I linked it up to the last channel that had connected to it. “Commander Mahlo, this is Captain Idrax speaking.”

      “Go ahead, Captain Idrax. It is good to hear from you.”

      “We’re heading up to Lunar HQ right now, so please don’t shoot us down. We’ve got Stone and Orion on board.”

      “You do?” Commander Mahlo sounded shocked.

      “It wasn’t easy, but we’ve got them both.” I didn’t want to break the news of my suspicions just yet, not if it was just my overactive imagination putting thoughts in my head. “Stone is injured and will need medical attention, and I’d send your toughest soldiers to put Orion into custody.”

      “Noted, Captain. We look forward to your arrival. There’s much for us to catch up on, though there will be time for you and Navan to recuperate when you return,” she said kindly.

      “Thank you, Commander.”

      “The gratitude is entirely ours.” With that, she cut the transmission, leaving me to my paranoid thoughts. I wondered what state we’d find the Lunar HQ in—everyone would, no doubt, be running around like headless chickens, trying to get everything in order for the end of the ceasefire. I was very much looking forward to a bit of recuperation. Ever since we’d left the HQ, I’d been operating on pure adrenaline, but I could sense it starting to leave my system now that we were moving away from the rebel base and all the dangers therein. It wouldn’t be long before I barely had the energy to stand.

      I wished I could go to Navan and curl up in his lap like a kitten, falling soundly asleep with his arms around me. But someone had to fly this thing, and someone had to keep an eye on Orion. So, even though there was only a short distance between us, I had to stay put. His comfort could wait, though I was looking forward to that, too.

      Drifting out of Earth’s atmosphere, we flew toward the moon, arriving at the hidden headquarters within half an hour of leaving the planet. Other ships could do it faster, but this rebel vessel wasn’t exactly the most state of the art.

      “Permission to descend,” Navan’s voice echoed from the cockpit.

      “Permission granted,” another voice replied.

      I walked up to the window to watch the landscape change from barren lunar terrain to the shiny curved domes of the Fed HQ. It was always cool to see the frosted craters disappear and give way to smooth chrome. In fact, I wasn’t sure I’d ever get over how astonishing barrier technologies could be, no matter who was using them. It felt like crossing the border between dimensions.

      Below us, a large group of lycan agents was waiting on the ground, each of them armed to the teeth. It looked like Commander Mahlo had heeded my suggestion. With a hostage like Orion, I was glad she had—there was no telling what he might do if this had been his plan all along. I’d checked him for explosives and trackers, even scouring his neck for any sign of other injected chips, but he appeared to be clean. It didn’t mean he wasn’t up to something, though.

      A few moments later, another pair of agents hurried out of the front entrance of the headquarters as the ship set down on the ground, the two of them carrying a stretcher between them. I glanced at Stone, who was lolling against the wall, his face sickeningly pale. Honestly, if it hadn’t been for that nudus on his wrist, I’d have faced the facts and called him a lost cause.

      As soon as we landed, I opened the hatch and let the lycan agents run up the gangway to deal with Orion. They muttered something about being short-staffed as they passed, but they seemed to be doing okay with what they had. The two agents who were carrying the stretcher came up next, hoisting Stone onto it before hurrying away again, taking the ambaka off to the medical unit for some much-needed attention. I watched him go, praying for a speedy recovery.

      “Play nice,” a lycan growled as they wrapped a gag around Orion’s mouth and proceeded to drag him out of the ship in cuffs, toward the headquarters. He dragged his feet, making a show of fighting against them, but I wasn’t convinced by the act. Ezra had shaken me to the core.

      Navan joined me in the main body of the ship, taking my hand as he led me down the gangway, both of us following the path of Orion and Stone. Everyone we passed as we entered the HQ looked haggard and exhausted, but the arrival of an important prisoner seemed to have buoyed them up, giving them a crucial dose of hope. A few nodded their heads to us, while others patted us on the back and congratulated us, but I knew the battle wasn’t won yet.

      “Where can we find Commander Mahlo?” Navan asked, stopping a passing lycan.

      “The commander is busy planning the retaliation attack at the moment. She won’t be out of meetings for a few hours, though I imagine she will want to debrief with you as soon as she’s done,” he replied. “In the meantime, if you’re looking for the other members of your group, they’re currently in the serenity room on the second floor.”

      I shot Navan an excited look as we thanked the agent and carried on toward the room he’d mentioned. “Do you think he means…?”

      “I hope so,” he murmured, squeezing my hand as he leaned down and kissed my forehead.

      We were lucky to be alive. I cast a glance over my shoulder to make sure nobody was looking before pulling Navan to an abrupt halt. He gave me a curious look, but I didn’t give him time to wonder as I lifted up on tiptoe and pressed my lips to his, looping my arms around his neck. His hands slipped around my waist, wrapping me up in a tight embrace. We didn’t have time for much more, but it was enough to keep me going. If I couldn’t have adrenaline, then he would have to be my energy source.

      “I love you,” I whispered against his lips.

      “I love you so much,” he replied, catching mine in a passionate kiss.

      I smiled as I pulled away. “I just wanted to do that, considering we almost died a couple of times today.”

      “You don’t ever need a reason to kiss me, wifey. Although, if you were to have a reason, that’s a pretty good one.” A soft laugh pealed from his throat, easing my unsteady nerves.

      After fifteen minutes of walking, we realized we were lost. The headquarters were like a maze, and though we’d been sure we were going in the right direction, we’d somehow ended up on the fourth floor with no idea how to get back down to the second. The anticipation of seeing who had returned was more than I could stand.

      “Excuse me, could you tell us where the serenity room on the second floor is?” I asked, catching another lycan agent by the arm. There were merevin agents wandering around, too, but I figured they’d be just as clueless as us, since this wasn’t their base of operations.

      The female lycan gave us thorough directions, pointing us toward an elevator hidden in a wall panel.

      “Thank you. This place is like a labyrinth.” I flashed her a wry smile.

      “You get used to it after a while,” she assured us. She was about to turn, when Navan called her back.

      “Do you know if Bashrik was one of the people who returned?” His tone was nervous.

      The lycan frowned. “Bashrik?”

      “Yeah, he’s a coldblood. He looks like me.”

      She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Yes, I believe there was another coldblood who returned with the other three a couple of hours ago.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” With that, she turned and walked away, leaving us to exchange a worried look. The lycan agent should’ve said other four, not three. Neither of us dared to say it out loud, but that surely meant that one of our friends hadn’t made it back. I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out who was missing.

      Following the instructions she’d given us, Navan and I walked down the hallway and entered the elevator, saying nothing about what we might find when we reached the serenity room. Nonetheless, I clung to Navan’s side, snuggling close to his chest as he wrapped a comforting arm around me. With a whirr of machinery, the elevator took us down to the second floor, opening out onto another set of identical white-and-chrome-walled hallways. This place really was like a maze.

      We came to a halt in front of an ordinary-looking door. On a plaque beside it there were some words. I looked up at Navan expectantly.

      “It’s the serenity room,” he said, with a half smile.

      Not bothering to knock, I turned the handle and pushed the door open, stepping into the room beyond. Familiar faces turned to look at us. I felt my knees shake, my whole body turning to jelly as I saw Bashrik, Angie, and Lauren sitting on sofas up ahead, as if nothing had happened… as if they’d never been away. Tears pricked my eyes, and a sob caught in the back of my throat. They looked a bit battered and worn, with a couple of scrapes and bruises, but there were smiles on their faces and they appeared to be okay, all things considered.

      “I don’t know how many more times I can take being separated and reunited in one lifetime. I’m going to have a coronary by the time I’m twenty!” Angie joked, rushing over to where I stood.

      “How’s Stone?” Lauren and Bashrik asked in unison, prompting them to exchange a weird look.

      “Not too good, I’m afraid,” Navan replied, while Lauren bundled me into her arms and squeezed me tight.

      Bashrik frowned, giving his brother a hug. “What do you mean?”

      “He was more or less unconscious by the time we got him away from the base, and he’s been unresponsive ever since,” Navan explained, as Bashrik moved on to me, pulling me into a warm embrace. It felt so good to see them all again that I almost forgot there were two people missing.

      Lauren looked as though someone had just punched her in the gut, her head shaking slowly from side to side. “Will he live?” she rasped, her voice barely a whisper.

      “The medics are doing everything they can,” I said, moving to comfort her. “And that little nudus on his wrist has proven to be the most incredible thing. It refused to leave him when the rest abandoned ship, and it’s been a constant sign of hope. As long as it’s glowing, we know he’s alive. Last I saw, there was still a glow.”

      “Do you mean it? You aren’t just saying that?”

      “I wouldn’t give you false hope, Lauren,” I promised, as Angie took over the comforting duties.

      “Hey, if anyone’s got the skills to cheat death it’s that three-eyed renegade of yours. He’s probably already got something tucked up his sleeve, ready to whip out when danger calls,” she assured her. “And it’s not what you’re thinking about, so get your mind out of the gutter!” A small smile tugged at Lauren’s lips as Angie joked. It truly was her gift, to make people smile when they didn’t think it was possible.

      I was about to ask after Xiphio and Ronad, when the former walked into the room. The merevin’s face lit up as he saw me and Navan standing there. I thought his features were going to crack, his smile was so wide.

      “I swore I would not believe it until I saw you both in the flesh, and here you are! Now I will not allow myself to acknowledge your existence until I have embraced the pair of you!” he cried, rushing over to bring us both into a group hug. “I heard there were new arrivals and went to investigate, but you had already disappeared by the time I reached the foyer.”

      I forced a smile as he released us. Seeing him, I realized what that must mean about Ronad, but I was too afraid to voice the question. Maybe he was somewhere else in the building, helping out with the Fed’s regrouping.

      “Is it true, what they’re saying?” Xiphio asked excitedly.

      “That depends—what are they saying?” Navan asked.

      “Did you capture Orion and bring him here? Did you truly accomplish such a majestic feat of courage and bravado?”

      “You flatter us too much, Xiphio,” Navan replied, while my cheeks flushed. “We did what we had to, following the orders that came through, though it was really Riley who came up with the plan to take both Stone and Orion away from the rebel base. I just followed her lead.”

      “Miss Riley, you are truly remarkable,” Xiphio gushed, making me even more embarrassed.

      “No, Xiphio, you are the one who is truly remarkable,” I insisted, gesturing toward the others.

      He smiled sadly. “While it’s true that I managed to safely retrieve Miss Angie and Miss Lauren, I shall always regret that I could not save everyone in time.”

      My heart sank, the truth still too difficult to handle. “Ronad?” I could barely get his name out, feeling it stick in my throat like a jagged barb.

      “He was barely clinging on to life when I found him,” Xiphio explained quietly. “They’re performing surgery on him as we speak, but we have yet to receive an update. Miss Angie and Miss Lauren tried to patch him up as best they could—using quite marvelous skills that they learned on Vysanthe, I believe—but we will not know anything else until he’s out of the operating room.”

      I sank against Navan in a moment of relief. He gripped me, propping me up to stop me from collapsing beneath the emotional strain. Xiphio had made it sound like Ronad was dead, but at least now we knew he had a chance. He was in this building somewhere, fighting for his life, and I prayed with all my might that he’d pull through. Stone, too.

      “Wait, where are your nudus?” Navan asked, his brow furrowed. I glanced over at the others, realizing he was right—their arms were bare.

      “When we got back here, we were all exhausted,” Lauren explained. “The nudus began sniffing out everyone who passed us, and pretty soon they lost interest in what we had to offer. We asked a few agents to come closer, to see if the nudus would take to them instead.”

      Angie nodded. “Yeah, as it turns out, those beasties are fickle! I haven’t felt rejection like that since Luke Harrison pretended he hadn’t seen my Valentine’s card in fourth grade.”

      “They moved over to the Fed agents?” Navan pressed.

      Lauren shrugged. “Yeah, I guess they needed more nutrients than we had, since we were all running low. Besides, I think we were ready to give them up by that point. I know I was thinking about getting rid of them the moment we set foot in HQ again.”

      “Speak for yourself. I’d just gotten used to having them leeching off me,” Angie muttered, pouting melodramatically.

      “Maybe they picked up on your emotional vibrations,” I suggested, exhaustion pulsating through my body. “They might’ve sensed you didn’t want them anymore and latched on to someone else instead. They do seem to be open to mental suggestions.”

      Lauren looked thoughtful, tapping her chin. “I think you might be right. They abandoned Ronad on the journey back because he was pretty beat up, but only when he started having this weird, delirious fit, where he tried to scrape them off with his bare hands. I guess they realized they weren’t wanted anymore and left him alone.”

      “What are the Fed agents doing with the nudus—just carrying them around?” I wondered.

      “They’re reinforcing the headquarters on Earth with a nudus dome, and reinforcing this base, too,” Xiphio replied.

      Angie grinned. “They’re really going to town. I saw one build a dome over his cup of tea. Personally, I think they just wanted to play with their new toys.”

      “I wish I knew what it was like to wield that kind of energy,” Bashrik chimed in unexpectedly, his voice sad.

      “Those unfaithful little critters may not think you’re pure, my love, but I know you are,” Angie said, putting her arms around him. “In fact, you’ve built your own nudus dome right across my heart. Only you can get in, and I’m never letting you out.”

      On an ordinary day, I’d have made gagging sounds or cracked some sort of joke, but for once, I was happy to watch two people in love showing their adoration for one another. I mean, Bashrik did look a little uncomfortable, but he wasn’t the most romantically expressive person I’d ever met… unless Stone was in the room, that is.

      “Wait, why aren’t they trying to rebuild the shield over Earth?” Navan asked.

      “It is with a heavy heart I must tell you that a lot of the nudus died during the host transfer. Nobody knows why, but their lights dimmed and there was nothing we could do to restore them,” Xiphio replied, shaking his head. “There aren’t enough left to rebuild the shield. Plus, we still don’t know how the bearers’ locations got discovered. The Fed do not wish to risk losing more nudus without being sure the threat of being discovered again has dissipated.”

      My heart wrenched at the thought of the nudus who’d died. They hadn’t asked to be brought here and had only done what we’d told them to do—what their instincts had told them to do. Now, they’d ended up as more innocent casualties on a seemingly relentless list.

      “I’m sorry to hear they didn’t make it,” I murmured.

      “I insisted on them having proper burials, though I think the other agents thought I was crazy. They don’t seem to understand how precious those creatures are. Only those who have wielded them can truly know the purity of their souls. All they wished to do was help us.” Xiphio sighed sadly. “How are you two, anyway? What happened down there?”

      I looked up at Navan, too weary to recount everything that had gone on. With a smile, he sank down on one of the sofas and laid me down so I could rest my head in his lap. Feeling sleepy, I listened to him summarize the events that had taken place in the rebel base: Lazar’s “capture” of us, and our trickery in the windowless rooms while listening to Orion and the queens hash out their differences. I heard the others gasp at the revelation that Brisha was still alive, a rumble of shocked discussion rippling around me. After answering a few questions, Navan continued, telling them about our grisly fight in the autopsy room, followed by taking Orion hostage and making a deal to exchange him for Stone and a ship. He mentioned Commander Mahlo’s call, and the transfer of nudus over to a coldblood named Orval, before regaling everyone with the story of how I’d tricked Ezra into allowing Orion onto the gangway, only to retract it at the last moment and haul him inside the ship.

      I kept drifting in and out of what he was saying. Now that I had a second to slow down, I realized I was tired down to the very depths of my bones, with the start of a vicious headache pulsing in my temples. All I wanted to do was curl up in a dark room and sleep for a week. Unfortunately, we only had three days until the ceasefire ended. And, given the way Gianne had broken her previous ceasefire agreement with her sister by unleashing the Titans, I wasn’t ready to believe she would honor the treaty.

      Still, a small part of me hoped that all three—Orion, Brisha, and Gianne—would uphold the promise of a ceasefire, just this once, so we could all get a moment’s rest. We’d earned it.
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      We sat around a table in another section of Lunar HQ, eating dinner in silence. A few agents had laid out a meal for us, and the delicious scent of richly spiced stew and fresh breads made my mouth water. As we ate, I glanced around at everyone, feeling Ronad and Stone’s absence. An agent had been in to tell us that both of them were stable, but they would not be able to take visitors until the following day. There was so much I wanted to ask the others and so much more that I wanted to say to them, but I didn’t have the energy to speak. I barely had the energy to lift my fork to my mouth and chew.

      I went to bed soon after, wishing everyone a good night before dragging Navan to bed with me and curling up in his arms until sleep claimed me. Drifting off, I could feel his soft breath on my neck and the murmur of half-heard words as he whispered in my ear, singing a quiet lullaby to help me fall asleep. It wasn’t one I recognized, but it soothed me. With him, I was always precisely where I wanted to be, even if I couldn’t savor the moment properly.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he murmured as I stirred. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, fully clothed, as if he’d already been up and about. I didn’t remember actually falling asleep, and it took a moment for reality to come back. A window in our room looked out on the lunar terrain—an endless stretch of craters and crests, framed by a starry sky.

      I’m not in Kansas anymore, I mused, trying to force down the antsy sensation bristling through my tense nerves. Every single limb in my body was heavier than lead, my lungs clenched in a weird grip, my mind just as slow and sluggish as everything else. Despite all the sleep I’d had, it didn’t seem to have made a dent in my exhaustion.

      “Good morning.” I yawned, stretching out my weary muscles before reaching for him. “Where have you been, anyway?”

      “You looked so wiped out that I thought I’d let you sleep a while longer,” he explained. “I’ve just been out to debrief with Commander Mahlo, Agent Phocida, Warrior Anai, and a few of the others who made it back yesterday. I told them everything we know about Orion—they’re holding him in a secure cell as we speak, though nobody is quite sure what to do with him just yet.”

      I frowned. “You went without me?”

      “I couldn’t wake you, Riley. You’ve earned the rest.”

      “Did Dio and Alfa make it back?” I thought of what Stone had said about them fighting with the Fed and felt a pang of worry for them.

      He nodded. “Dio was hit pretty bad, but he’s in the medical wing getting patched up. Alfa is MIA, but so are a lot of the Rexombra. Anai told us they’ve probably gone into assassin mode, taking out as many rebels as possible without drawing attention to themselves. Chances are, Alfa is fine. Anai is confident about it, and so am I.”

      “That’s good, I guess,” I murmured, my brain spacing out. “Wait, where’s my suit?” I glanced around in a panic, looking for the camo-striped military suit I’d worn the day before. It had Cambien’s stone in a secret inside pocket. I’d had it with me since leaving Zai, and all through the fighting we’d endured, never letting it leave my person—if I’d lost it somewhere yesterday, I knew it would be the last straw. Somehow, it had become a symbol of hope for me. Without it, I’d crumble.

      “You looking for this?” Navan asked, plucking the stone off the floor and handing it to me. I took it from him like a starving child desperate for food, clasping it to my chest. My heart was pounding violently, making me feel suddenly woozy at the rush of adrenaline.

      “Thank you,” I gasped.

      “Are you okay?” He looked really worried.

      “I will be. I think I sat up too fast, that’s all.”

      “You can stay here and rest if you want to,” he suggested, reaching out to stroke my leg tenderly. “We’re supposed to be starting retaliation preparations, but I can go and help on our behalf and tell you everything later. If you’re still wiped out, you should stay in bed.”

      I shook my head slowly, even though the movement made my temples pulse. “I’ll be fine in a minute. Anyway, it’ll do me good to be up and about, keeping busy. I’m not spending the day stewing in bed while everyone else is out there helping.”

      He smiled, leaning down to kiss my damp forehead. “I didn’t think you would, but I thought I should suggest it anyway, being the concerned husband that I am.”

      “Nice try, but I’m not stopping until all of this is over,” I insisted, reaching up to kiss him again. His skin felt cool against the feverish heat of my lips.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, dressed and semi-refreshed, Navan and I joined the others in one of the aircraft hangars. Agents of all kinds were at work on the Fed ships, repairing the damage that had been inflicted during the battle. The whole place echoed with the clink-clink of wrenches and hammers, followed by the soft roar of welding guns and various alien tools I’d never seen before.

      Bashrik and Xiphio were already at work when we got there, replacing burnt-out mechanisms in the engines with new ones. Angie sat on the ground beside them, passing up tools as they asked for them.

      “Does that look like a proton coupler to you?” Bashrik poked his head out from under the ship’s belly, brandishing the tool she’d just given him.

      She shrugged. “Clearly, you didn’t describe it well enough.”

      “I said you didn’t have to join us if you didn’t want to.”

      “Who says I don’t want to? I’m having a whale of a time, can’t you tell?” Her tone dripped sarcasm.

      “We interrupting something?” I asked, nearing the ship.

      Angie grinned. “Just our usual morning squabble, nothing to worry about. It’ll blow over by noon.”

      “Or we’ll blow up, depending on what she tries to hand me next,” Bashrik quipped, though I could see his annoyance had faded as quickly as it had appeared.

      “How are you, anyway?” Angie wondered. “We missed you at breakfast, but Navan here told us you were sleeping like the dead.”

      “Believe me, I tried to wake her,” he said defensively, putting his arm around my waist.

      “Hey, I bet you did… though, Riley, you still don’t look too good. Are you sure you should be up and about? Maybe you just need to sleep off all of yesterday’s chaos.” My friend’s face was a picture of concern.

      “That’s what he’s been trying to get me to do,” I said, leaning into Navan. “I’ll tell you what I told him—no way. As long as everyone else is out here helping, that’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Well, maybe you should eat something before you get into the heavy lifting,” she suggested, flashing Navan a look. Evidently, they thought I didn’t notice. “Come on, I’ll take you up to one of the break rooms and we’ll see what we can find. I’m going to put some color back in those cheeks if it kills me!”

      I was about to protest when she jumped up and grabbed my hand, dragging me all the way back across the hangar before I could say a word against it. Navan watched us go with a wave. I was starving, but my appetite had been drifting between clawing hunger pangs and gripping nausea.

      “Where’s Lauren?” I asked, as we pushed through a doorway, heading back into the main building of the Fed headquarters.

      “She’s been at the med unit all morning, sitting at Stone’s bedside. I caught her trying to sneak there last night, but I told her she had to go to sleep or else she’d break. I marched her back to her room myself and stayed outside the door until I was sure she’d nodded off.”

      I smiled at the mental image. “Mama Angie, always keeping us on the right path.”

      “You’d better believe it.”

      “I should probably head there myself today, to see how he and Ronad are doing. There are probably a couple of scrapes I should get looked at, too, while I’m there.” I pulled a face, hating the idea of doctors prodding and poking me.

      Angie nodded. “You really don’t look too good, and I mean that with all the kindness in the world.”

      “It’ll just be hunger, or exhaustion, or something,” I insisted, not wanting to worry her too much. In truth, I still felt weird, like something was wrong, but I wasn’t about to add any more concerns to everyone’s plates, not when they already had so much to fret about.

      As we entered one of the break rooms, which had wall-to-wall video screens playing out the news on Earth, I froze, hypnotized by the images. I was glad Navan wasn’t here with me; he didn’t like me stressing myself out by watching the craziness that was going on down there. All last night, he’d kept me away from most of it, ushering me past the screens that were playing news broadcasts, but he wasn’t here to stop me now.

      “Some believers are suggesting that this is what Nostradamus predicted, that Earth’s last days would be brought about by the arrival of strange creatures who came down from the skies in a haze of blue,” a newsreader said, looking dubious. “Others are saying that world leaders have brought this upon us by making secret deals with alien lifeforms. Coming up later, has the US military been sending soldiers through a so-called ‘stargate’ since 1969, and could this be the reason we’re under attack? We have the facts, next.”

      I raised an eyebrow at the last one, while listening out for the rest of the broadcasts that were playing simultaneously. There were conspiracy theories of all kinds—some wildly wrong, saying this was the apocalypse or the beginning of the Rapture, while others were closer to the mark, suggesting that we had something the aliens wanted. On every screen, there were flashing images of riots in the streets, mass prayer sessions, and even new cults worshipping the aliens, begging them to spare their lives. Earth had gone mad. Guns were selling like hotcakes from every store and black market, while grocery stores were being looted in preparation for the end of days. I wasn’t sure what good a ten-pack of tomato soup and six bulk boxes of ramen would be if the apocalypse was coming, but to each their own.

      On one screen, there was a clip of two young guys selling funny t-shirts, one with a picture of the US president carrying a nuke, saying the words “Take me to your leader” in a speech bubble. Another t-shirt had a caricature of Oprah sitting opposite an alien, saying, “I find your questions very probing.” It was disturbing in its own way, but I supposed that was the human way, using gallows humor. We always had a way of making light of even the most troubling situations.

      In another clip, someone on the news was accepting interviews for a resident to join their nuclear bunker, listing all of the amenities it had and the characteristics they were looking for. It was like some terrible dating ad, especially when he started mentioning the potential need to repopulate the earth once the aliens had abandoned it. The chaos was depressing and surreal, and I felt so far removed from it all that I could’ve been watching a movie. It didn’t seem like it was happening to my planet. I wasn’t even sure it felt like my planet anymore.

      “Just when you thought the human race couldn’t get any more embarrassing,” Angie mused, scooping lurid-colored cakes onto a plate and bringing them over to me. “There’s a reason we’re not allowed to join the intergalactic club, and that is it. They look like Braveheart extras.” She jabbed her finger at a bunch of cult members waggling their hands at the sky, their faces painted various shades of blue.

      I laughed softly, taking a tentative bite of cake. It was sweet and spongy, the sugar hitting my tongue straightaway. “What do you think everyone else is making of all of this?”

      “What, like our families?”

      I nodded. “And the other kids from school. The Churnleys, too. I bet they’ve got something to say about it.”

      “Well, I imagine most of the girls are using it as the perfect opportunity to take end-of-the-world selfies, and the Churnleys are probably taking it in stride. Old Mr. Churnley will be on the porch going, ‘I guess these things happen,’ while Mrs. Churnley will be in the kitchen cooking up apocalypse pies.”

      “Can you imagine what social media looks like? I bet there are theories everywhere and so many hashtags.” I laughed, glad to have Angie with me. She was the perfect source of levity when everything around us felt overwhelming.

      “Forget reality TV stars, an alien invasion is the kind of thing that might actually break the internet,” she quipped, practically force-feeding me more of the sugary cakes. “I bet our parents are freaking out, right? Yours, especially.”

      “You think they saw?”

      She shot me a look. “They’re not blind, Riley.”

      “I wish I could speak to them properly, let them know I’m okay.”

      She nodded sadly. “Me, too. I bet they’re calling up the FBI, trying to get some news about me. My mom will be the only woman in history to be locked up for annoying the hell out of government agents.”

      “You think they’re even more worried, after what I said in that broadcast?”

      “About being kidnapped?”

      I nodded.

      “I bet my mom has plastered the neighborhood with posters of my face—she’ll have picked the worst picture, as well. You can count on that.” She was trying to make light of it, but I could hear the pain in her voice. They were so near, yet so far away.

      “Do you think we’d have freaked out, if we’d been on Earth when all of this kicked off? Like, if we weren’t the ones involved in it all?” I wondered, wanting to distract Angie from thoughts of her family.

      She shrugged, an amused smile on her face. “I doubt any of this would’ve happened. Not anytime soon, anyway. My dad was right all these years—boys are nothing but trouble.”

      “Especially coldblood boys.”

      “Oh, yes, especially those.” She paused, looking up at the screens again. “I wish we could check social media. All they show is news channels—they don’t show anything from the internet. We could get a better idea of how people are feeling about everything.”

      “Has anyone tried?” We were alone in the break room, but finding an agent wouldn’t be too hard. I figured we could always ask them to lead us to the communications center again so we might tap into Earth’s internet.

      She nodded. “I asked earlier, but they told me all the systems were occupied for battle purposes. They couldn’t spare anyone to help us connect to the satellites, and they said they didn’t want to risk tampering with anything, in case it got a retaliation from Earth’s military.”

      Ronad would know how to help us, if he wasn’t at death’s door, I thought miserably, knowing I should get to the med unit as soon as possible to see him.

      The screens flickered, switching channels. Here, there were no funny stories or disturbing mentions of new cults and darkly comic t-shirts. Judging by the clips running now, Earth was in a state of war that it had never experienced before. Journalists were putting their necks on the line, standing in a Siberian landscape, wearing bombproof vests that would do nothing against a Vysanthean blaster. They were showing images of the nudus dome, tinged blue, though it was clear they hadn’t dared get too close. I thought of Orval, holding up the dome all by himself, pushing through the night. He must be tired by now, but the shield was still standing.

      “Idiots!” Angie hissed.

      “What?” I snapped my gaze toward her, worried I might have missed something.

      “Those stupid idiots are talking about nuclear weapons. Why does it always have to be nuclear weapons? It’s like nobody ever learns their lesson on this planet.”

      I looked to the screen she was looking at, in time to hear the newsreader say, “Many human leaders have joined the fight against the alien invaders, allying themselves with the mysterious ships that the whistleblower, Riley Ingram, has suggested they trust. So far, there have been no indications that these ships are our enemy, though it is clear that those beneath the dome, and those ships streaked with colors, are not friendly. Even so, many of our leaders have some hope toward peaceful negotiations, and plans are being made as we speak. The Universal Alliance seems to be on our side against these aggressors, though we have no further information on who these allies are—we only have these images.” A few blurry clips followed, showing vague outlines of merevins and lycans, though I wasn’t surprised that they hadn’t picked up a single Rexombra.

      Still staring up at the screens, I went to the sink at the far side of the room and washed the cakes down with a large glass of water, though nothing seemed to slake my thirst. My entire mouth felt like sandpaper, my throat dry and raspy. Angie stood silently where I’d left her, her eyes flicking left to right as she followed the banners of headlines that ran along the bottom of the screens. For all her humor, she was just as troubled as the rest of us. I realized it couldn’t be easy, having to act the clown all the time, for the sake of keeping everyone else happy.

      I was about to suggest we head back to the hangar when Navan entered the break room. He glanced up at the news channels, his brow furrowing in displeasure.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Commander Mahlo wants us in her office,” he replied.

      Angie flashed him a warning look. “Me, too?”

      “No, just the two of us this time.”

      “Oh, to be popular,” she lamented playfully.

      I finished off the last dregs of my water before crossing the room to meet him. Looping my arm through his, I looked up into his eyes and smiled. “Ready when you are.”

      “I’ll be with you in a minute. I just want a quick word with Angie,” he said, ushering me out into the hallway before I could protest. As he stepped back inside, I pushed lightly on the door, opening a thin crack between it and the frame. There was no way I wasn’t going to listen to whatever Navan had to say.

      “What did I tell you about keeping her away from the screens?” he whispered.

      “Why shouldn’t she see? You can’t wrap her up in cotton wool. She has as much right to see this as everyone else up here,” Angie fired back, making me smile. “This is her planet, after all.”

      He sighed sadly. “I know… She just seems so tired. I don’t want to add to her worries.”

      “I know the feeling, Navan, but she’s a grown woman. You can’t hide things from her, and, what’s more, you shouldn’t be trying. I’d kick Bashrik’s ass if he tried to swerve me away from the news channels.” Her tone was stern but kind, laced with a sisterly affection.

      “Fine, but at least try not to pick a break room with so many screens next time, okay?”

      Angie grinned. “Now that, I can do.”

      I ducked back behind the door as Navan walked back over and exited the break room, his gaze immediately seeking me out. I could understand his concerns, but Angie was right: I wouldn’t allow anyone to stop me from seeing what was happening on Earth, no matter what effect it might have on me.

      “Everything okay in there?” I asked, arching a knowing eyebrow.

      “Yeah, just me being overprotective, that’s all,” he muttered.

      “You don’t want me seeing the news channels?”

      He grimaced. “Only because I feel somehow responsible, every time I see you looking at them.”

      “What do you mean?” It wasn’t the answer I’d expected from him. “You didn’t cause any of this, any more than me, or Angie, or Ronad, or anyone else did.”

      He cast me a remorseful glance. “We could have prevented all of this if we’d tried harder. I was so concerned with keeping this place a secret that I didn’t realize we were missing an opportunity. If I’d only asked Bashrik and Ronad to get in a ship as soon as we found out about the rebel base, we could’ve gone to the Fed and forced them to fight. Or, we could have infiltrated the base ourselves and done something about Orion before he got too strong—before he made any advancements with the elixir.”

      I lifted my hands to his face, making him look at me. “Hey, hey, hey, enough of that. There’s no point dwelling on what we could’ve done. We’ve got to stop thinking about the past and look toward what we can do with the future.”

      “I know… It’s just hard not to think of what I might’ve done differently,” he conceded, with a weary sigh. “Although, I’m glad I have your eternal optimism to take my mind off it.”

      I smiled. “You coldbloods really are a gloomy bunch.”

      “We are.” He chuckled as he lifted my hand to his lips, kissing it gently. “Now, come on, we better not keep Commander Mahlo waiting.”

      He interlaced his fingers with mine, holding my hand as we set off down the hallway, heading for Commander Mahlo’s office. I wondered, as we walked, whether he’d have done any of this differently, given the choice again—whether he’d have truly avoided me, had he known where it would lead. I knew I wouldn’t change any of the events that had brought us together, my anxious heart comforted by the sensation of his wedding ring grazing my skin.

      As long as we had each other, we could get through anything.
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      We knocked on the door of Commander Mahlo’s office and stepped inside, Navan’s hand still holding mine. The commander was sitting behind her desk, staring at a transparent, flat device that had symbols and numbers cascading downward in a never-ending stream. She looked up as we entered, her glassy eyes taking a moment to register who we were. It looked like she hadn’t slept in days, her reactions slow, her shoulders slumped.

      “Yes… I called you both here, didn’t I?” she muttered, though it seemed like it was more for her benefit than ours.

      “You said you needed to discuss something important with us,” Navan prompted, as we walked across the room and sat down in the chairs opposite her. A weary sigh heaved from her lungs as she sat back in her seat, setting the flat device to one side. From the sour look she flashed it as she put it down, I imagined they were details of wins and losses, and the state the combined fleets were in. I didn’t get the feeling that the readings were good.

      She peered at us both uncertainly. “Yes, I did, didn’t I? Thank you, Navan.”

      “What did you want to discuss? Our retaliation in a couple of days?” I could see he was trying to feed her information so she could piece together why the hell she’d asked us here. Her brain appeared to be even foggier than mine, even though mine felt like it was stuffed with cotton balls.

      She shook out her body, flexing her neck from side to side, before her features settled into a mask of calmness. “I’ve just received vital information regarding the shield-bearers and how their locations were discovered,” she explained.

      I instantly brightened. “What have you heard?”

      “I’m getting to that,” she said curtly, clearly not appreciating the interruption. “Ever since the first shield-bearer got taken out, we suspected it had something to do with your human governments, just as you did. Navan informed me about the sniper you found in the rebel base during our debrief and the conclusions you gathered from his presence. At first, we thought they might have somehow triangulated the bearers’ locations by following the spread of the shield’s arcs, but we realized fairly quickly that it would have taken them far longer to reach the locations, had that been the case.”

      “So, how did they do it?” I pressed, gaining another sharp look from Commander Mahlo.

      “Their methods were much simpler. They’d been aware of us for some time and had found an opportunity to wiretap one of our agents at Surface HQ. His name is Farl. Now, of course, we did not know they had wiretapped our agent. We did not even know they were aware of our presence on Earth.”

      Navan and I exchanged a look. We both knew that name. Searching through my memory, I found a blurry picture of him—a cold-faced, angry lycan with coral eyes and a vicious vendetta against both of us.

      “Farl?” Navan spoke first.

      Commander Mahlo nodded. “Yes, we’re still deciding on an appropriate punishment for him, concerning the lax behavior that led to this. You see, he had grown extremely careless about the discretion of our work here, since losing his brother some time ago. Lyon was the brother’s name—another agent here, who was found dead in the line of duty. He wasn’t the same after that, and we did our best to give him easy tasks that didn’t require much effort, but he must have behaved more recklessly than we could have anticipated. Evidently, he did something that drew the attention of Earth’s government and got himself tapped.” She didn’t sound impressed.

      I saw a guilty gulp move down Navan’s throat, making his Adam’s apple bob. “If it’s possible, I’d like the opportunity to speak with Farl,” he said.

      I understood his remorse. Lyon was the agent Navan had killed while stashing his stuff below ground in Alaska. The lycan had taken Navan by surprise, leaving him with no choice but to act in self-defense. I remembered Farl telling me the story of how his brother had last been seen in Alaska, his twisted features sneering down at me as he recounted it, his voice dripping venom as he told me how brave and just his brother had been… and how, one day, he hadn’t reported back to headquarters. I’d known then how the story ended, and even through my fear of Farl, I’d felt sorry for his loss. Grief makes people do crazy things.

      The commander shrugged. “Do as you please. If you find yourself with a spare moment, I am sure one of the agents can take you to his cell, though you won’t get much out of him. He’s decided to take a personal vow of silence, seemingly just to bring us further inconvenience.”

      “I’ll do what I can, Commander.”

      She paused, visibly taking a deep breath in. “Truly, despite his grief, we did not anticipate a transgression like this. It’s lucky we discovered this when we did. Otherwise, the entire plan of retaliation might have been at risk. These human leaders are saying they trust our assistance, for now, but there is no telling whether they might turn on us or try to stand in our way.”

      “We’re not very good at making our minds up,” I said apologetically. “We don’t like change very much, either.”

      “It would appear not, Captain Idrax, though you are a credit to your species. If they were all like you and your human friends, we might not be in this predicament.” A small smile curved up the corners of her grim-set mouth. I didn’t imagine she’d had much to smile about lately.

      “Thank you, Commander. I assure you we’re not all like our leaders. I’m sure it’s the same all over the universe.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Navan mused. “Now, was that all you wanted to tell us, Commander? You look like you could do with some rest, and we’d hate to take up more of your valuable time.”

      She shook her head, her smile fading rapidly. “No, unfortunately there’s more. I received a private transmission from Orion’s second in command, Ezra, earlier today. He wanted to discuss a potential negotiation between the rebels and the Fed.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What did he want?”

      “He wanted Orion in exchange for some of the Fed and human prisoners. He did not specify exact numbers, but he promised that a considerable number would be returned.”

      Navan glanced at me, frowning with suspicion. “But we broke our deal last time. Why would he want to do business with us again, offering an even higher reward, knowing we might betray his trust a second time?”

      The commander shrugged. “A faction is only as good as their leader. Without Orion, they must be floundering, with the rebel forces going into a state of panic. After all, they can’t leave their nudus dome to retrieve Orion themselves, because they won’t be able to return unless they drop the shield. This way, they do not have to risk coming out of their hiding place to get him back.”

      I shook my head, unconvinced. “Ezra has been around them just as long as Orion has—without Orion, they’d look to him instead. This can’t be worth their while… You’ve got to admit this all sounds fishy.”

      Navan nodded. “Yeah, there’s definitely something amiss here.”

      “I think both of you are correct—there is something very wrong with all of this—but we have little choice in the matter. Orion is our only source of leverage, especially if those rebels continue to hide away, so this may be our only hope of getting some of our soldiers back.” She paused, sighing. “And if we can free some humans at the same time, that only reinforces our need to do this, regardless of the… fishiness.”

      “But what if they are floundering?” Navan replied. “What if they’re crumbling without Orion? That’s as good a reason as any to keep him here. We might not have to lift a finger if they end up panicking and destroying themselves from the inside.”

      Commander Mahlo cast him a mournful glance. “Sadly, the decision will soon be out of my hands. We plan to take a vote on it, and I know the majority will vote for the deal. I’m only informing you before the vote takes place as a courtesy, as there is something else I wish you to do for me. I know I have already asked a great deal, given that you risked everything to bring Orion here, but I must ask for one more favor.”

      “What do you want us to do?” I asked, though I had a feeling I already knew the answer.

      “Before going through with the deal, I want to ensure that we have as many of Orion’s secrets at our disposal as possible,” she explained somberly. “As he doesn’t know the deal is taking place, it gives us a slight advantage—a chance to find out more, by interrogating him.”

      Navan frowned. “You mean by us interrogating him?”

      “Well, that is merely semantics. But yes, by both of you interrogating him.” She let her gaze drop, looking slightly guilty. “The main things we want to know are: Which Earthen leaders has he made deals with? Who is working for him on the inside of the human governments? Does he have anyone working for him in the Fed? Why did the humans strive to take out the shields? And what can we offer the rebels to make them leave Earth for good? After all, everyone has a price—we just need to find out what theirs is.”

      I sat there in silence for a moment, contemplating everything she’d just said. Beside me, Navan was equally silent, though he still held tight to my hand. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how effective an interrogation would be, given that we’d already told Commander Mahlo everything we knew about Orion. What else could we possibly find out? Orion wasn’t exactly going to be in a chatty mood when he saw us coming through the door of his cell. Besides, there was one other thing…

      “You’re a veritas, aren’t you?” I asked. “Surely, you can get more honest answers out of him than we can?”

      She shook her head. “We’ve already tried to interrogate him ourselves, but he has refused to answer any of our questions directly. We don’t know him as well as you do; we don’t know what the right questions to ask are. No matter what we’ve done to him, he’s managed to keep his secrets. The only thing my truth-smelling has revealed is that, when he does give a real answer, he is telling the truth.”

      “We don’t know much more than that,” Navan said defensively.

      “Even so, knowledge is power, and we need to use every sliver of it we have. Our team has literally done everything to coax the truth out of him, but nothing has worked. There has been intimidation and negotiation, amongst other things, but he is resistant to all our tactics,” Commander Mahlo replied. “Given the increased familiarity between you and him, I need you to see what information you can extract. You are our last hope, before we have to send him back.”

      I wondered what those “other things” were that they’d tried to use to get information out of Orion. It was just like a government agency to attempt to sugarcoat the full extent of what they’d done, but I supposed they had a reputation to uphold. I could just imagine Xiphio’s face if he ever heard that they’d waterboarded Orion or something equally grim. He’d be utterly shocked. Then again, being more advanced than us, they likely had even worse ways of getting people to speak. Knowing Orion, he’d probably laughed in their faces.

      “You really want us to try, given our track record with him?” I said.

      The commander smiled. “It might be precisely that which gets him to break. I hear you are one of the only people in this universe who has the power to push Orion’s buttons.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right.”

      I knew it wasn’t so much a case of pushing his buttons as being a living reminder of the fact that his beloved Pandora was dead. He’d already lost one opportunity to kill me for what I’d done; I really didn’t feel like offering him another one on a silver platter by entering his cell voluntarily. Although, if this was the last chance we had to steal his secrets, there was no way I could say no. I just had to grin and bear it, and hope that his rage toward me would be of some use in an interrogation scenario, so we could get him to squeal.

      Commander Mahlo cast us both a nervous glance. “Am I to assume this means you’re agreeing to the interrogation?”

      I turned to Navan, who looked back with a reassuring smile. “I’m game if you are.”

      “Then I think you can count us in,” he said, gripping my hand even tighter.
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      “You mean it? You will question that monster?” Commander Mahlo heaved a sigh of relief.

      “We wouldn’t say it if we didn’t mean it,” I replied, forcing the fear from my voice. “Although, wouldn’t it be easier if you came along with us? You’d be able to smell his lies.”

      She shook her head sadly. “If I accompany you, he won’t breathe a word. I’m certain of it. We’ll have to do this in a more… human fashion, free of preternatural abilities.”

      “Then it looks like we’re going alone,” Navan remarked, showing the same disappointment I felt.

      “I’ll have someone escort you to the maximum-security cells,” Commander Mahlo said.

      Soon after, there was a knock at the door. A lycan and a merevin popped their heads in, their eyes widening as they saw us sitting there. Ever since our triumphant return with Orion and Stone, we’d become something of a novelty to the inhabitants of Lunar HQ.

      “It would be my pleasure to escort you to the prisoner’s cell,” the merevin chirped.

      “No, it would be my pleasure,” the lycan interjected. It seemed there were still some underlying tensions between the two Fed factions, even after battling it out together yesterday.

      Neither Navan nor I said much as we made our way through hallway after hallway, following the cheerful agents. Down we went, turning left and right until I was sure we’d doubled back on ourselves about a million times and I could no longer see the lunar landscape from the windows.

      “Is it true that you’re the ones who brought Orion in?” the lycan asked, as we came to a halt in front of a narrow elevator. He ushered us in, the four of us squeezing into the impossibly tight space while the merevin pushed a button that would take us even farther beneath the surface.

      “It is,” Navan replied bluntly.

      “What was it like?” the merevin wondered, her purple eyes wide with anticipation.

      Navan flashed both the agents a warning look. “It was a mission, that’s all. It’s not something we can discuss.”

      I almost felt sorry for the two excited agents, but Navan was right: this wasn’t something we could talk about, and, right now, I didn’t want to. I barely had the energy to walk through the halls of the headquarters as it was, leaning on Navan for support. Besides, it didn’t feel much like a victory now that we knew we’d have to hand him back in favor of the imprisoned agents and humans. It was a good deal, on the surface, but I could still smell a gigantic rat.

      Chastened by Navan’s cold responses, the agents kept silent as the elevator took us down through the moon’s crust. Five minutes later, it stopped with a whirr, the doors opening onto a vast cavern. There, ten huge cubes were fixed in a circle, each one made of metal and glass, set on plinths above gaping holes in the ground. A single metal walkway led to a door in each one, with a viewing balcony that barely stretched beyond the width of the doorway. None of the cubes were occupied, except for one.

      “He’s in that one,” the lycan agent said unnecessarily, as he went to speak with the guards who stood in the central disc of earth, watching the circle of cubes. The merevin agent followed him, while we stepped out of the elevator and made our way toward the only inhabited box. The guards watched us, but they didn’t try to stop us. Clearly, Commander Mahlo had already radioed down to let them know we were coming.

      “How are we supposed to get him to speak when we can’t get near him?” I whispered, coming to a tentative stop at the bottom of the metal walkway. It was like a suspended bridge, connecting solid ground with the viewing deck that stood in front of the glass cell, and it looked anything but sturdy.

      He stared ahead, squeezing my hand gently. “We’ll have to push his buttons, just like the commander said. Right now, he probably thinks he has nothing to lose and everything to bargain for. We’ve got to hope that works in our favor, not his.”

      Taking a deep breath, I led the way up the rickety bridge before coming to a halt a few feet from the glass. Two chairs had been arranged on the viewing deck. I sat down in the first one, while Navan took the other. Ahead of us, Orion was also sitting on a chair, which had been bolted to the floor. He was shackled there, thick chains snaking around his body, cuffs clamped across his wrists and ankles, little devices placed at random intervals with blue lights flashing steadily. I guessed they were to keep him in line, the same way the chip in his neck would.

      To my surprise, Orion was the first to speak. Even before he lifted his head to look at us, his deep voice grumbled out a greeting: “How lovely of you to visit me.” Every word dripped with sarcasm, though there was a hint of amusement, too.

      “You know this isn’t a personal visit, Orion,” Navan replied.

      “And here I was, thinking your guilt had driven you down here. You know, those chips really do sting. Perhaps a taste of my own medicine was precisely what I needed. Truly, I am a changed coldblood; I can assure you of that.” A chuckle rose from his throat, his tone remorseless.

      I shot him a dirty look. “You couldn’t change if you tried, and we’ve got nothing to feel guilty about.”

      “No, but you do feel guilty, don’t you, Riley? I could see it in your face, every time you pushed that button,” he taunted. “Funny how you had such qualms about shocking me, when you showed no restraint in murdering my beloved.”

      “I did what I had to. It was either my life or hers.”

      He smirked. “For one who claims to abhor violence, you appear to attract it. Could it be that you are not as averse to it as you would have others believe? After all, it takes a certain something to kill another living creature. Not everyone has the capacity, but you… you have proven that you have what it takes.”

      “We’re not here to talk about Pandora,” I said firmly. “It’s time for you to answer some questions.”

      Orion’s eyes narrowed. “Why would I want to do a thing like that?”

      “Because, right now, all you have is information, and that’s your only bargaining chip in this place,” Navan replied. “Nobody is coming to get you, and nobody is offering anything worthwhile for you. If you want something out of this situation, you’ll have to buy it with whatever you’ve got locked away in that mind of yours.” He sounded so convincing that even I believed him. Glancing at Orion, I saw a flicker of doubt move across his features—but whether it was doubt in his comrades on the Earth’s surface, or doubt in Navan’s words, I couldn’t tell.

      “And if I don’t cough up the goods?” He barely sounded fazed.

      “We’ll have to think of something else to get the ‘goods’ out of you,” Navan said darkly.

      Orion chuckled. “Kill me, shock me, torture me, I don’t care. There’s nothing you can do that will entice me to say a word.” At first, I thought he was bluffing, but on second look it really appeared as though he didn’t fear death or torture, which was more than a little unnerving.

      “Let’s see how it goes, shall we?” I said. “You never know, we might inspire you to spill a secret or two for the sake of comfort, or a ship out of here, or amnesty from whatever might happen.”

      He snorted. “I think we both know that is unlikely.”

      “Maybe we’re in a generous mood,” I fired back. A look of amused curiosity flickered across his dark eyes.

      “Let me hear these questions then—or were you planning to sit there all day, trying to stare me into submission?”

      “Who have you been making deals with on Earth?” Navan demanded.

      Orion looked surprised for a moment. “Why would we make any kind of deal with Earth’s leaders? They are inferior, regardless of their status among your kind.” He shot me a hard look, though his mouth was turned up in a wry grin.

      I really wished we had Commander Mahlo with us, to sniff out any lies in what Orion was saying. Then again, on this particular question, we knew something he didn’t—we knew what his right-hand man had been getting up to on the Junkyard, making deals with the US president. No matter what he said, we didn’t need Commander Mahlo to scent out this lie. The only problem was, did we press the issue or move on, given the time restraints?

      “Who’s working for you on Earth? Who do you have inside the human governments?” I asked.

      He sighed in irritation. “If you are referring to somebody human, I would again explain our stance on dealing with inferior species. We only utilize the shifters because their skillset is so useful to us.”

      “What about the Fed? Do you have someone working for you amongst them?” Navan cut in.

      Orion smirked. “No comment. Truthfully, I would have expected some originality in your line of questioning. I have heard all of this before. While it’s true I did not respond to those other ‘interrogators’ as freely as I am speaking with you, if you aren’t careful, you shall bore me into silence.”

      I gave him a hard stare, trying to gauge his expression. “Are you saying you and your rebels had nothing to do with the nudus shield being taken down—the one that was being built across Earth?”

      “Why would we have had anything to do with that? It was as much a surprise to us as it was to you, I imagine. After all, it benefited us to keep the queens out of the fight while we came up with a way of fending off your comrades.”

      I couldn’t see any hint of a lie on his face, but I wasn’t a veritas and I wasn’t a human lie detector. Flashing a glance at Navan, I saw confusion on his face, too. There were several things that didn’t add up, and speaking with Orion wasn’t making them any clearer.

      “So, if you had no insiders in the government and claim you didn’t interfere, then why did the humans dismantle the shields?” It had been playing on my mind ever since the news came through that my friends had been taken out. If he couldn’t give me an answer, then I at least wanted his perspective.

      He shrugged, though there was a strange look on his face. “Your guess is as good as mine—it may even be better, considering your heritage. Why would humans destroy their sole protection against alien invaders? Pride, perhaps? Dumb retaliation? Lack of foresight? Really, I am as intrigued as you are.”

      It looked like Orion genuinely had no idea what had caused them to do it, leaving me even more baffled by what was going on down there, on my planet. In my head, I kept seeing the special ops sniper in his black fatigues. He’d definitely been human. So, to whom had he belonged? Who had made the call to bring the shield down? Who’d wiretapped Farl to get the information from the Fed in the first place, to keep an eye on us? All I knew was, it didn’t appear to be Orion.
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      “Anyway, that’s not the main reason we came down here,” I said, feigning confidence. “What can we offer you and your rebels to make you leave Earth for good?”

      He smiled, making a show of rubbing his chin in thought. “There are only two ways in which we will leave your planet voluntarily, Riley.”

      “And they are?”

      “Once a successful immortality elixir is assured, or once the queens have conceded a third of their land to myself and my people, back on Vysanthe.”

      “You think they’ll agree? Things didn’t look too good for your negotiations, back there in your office.”

      He gave a casual shrug. “Like I say, we have an alternative. It is one or the other. If the queens refuse, then we will stay until we have a viable elixir. If the queens agree, then we will be on our way without another drop of human or Fed filth blood spilled.”

      “That’s not true, though, is it?” I shook my head. “You’ll take humans with you, to keep working on the elixir.”

      “Maybe we will, maybe we won’t. Either way, we will no longer be your problem.” I felt like he was holding something back as he spoke, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. Before I had the chance to ask, Navan swooped in with another question.

      “Well, what did you discover from Yorrek’s notebook?”

      It wasn’t one I’d expected, though I’d been thinking about it ever since our discussion with Lazar. “Yeah, Lazar told us you hadn’t given the notebook to him, or any of the alchemists, which must mean it was useless. Is that right?” I added, taunting him.

      Orion sighed wearily, inspecting his nails. “You are beginning to bore me again with your lack of originality. If you think you can get me to spill secrets about some ‘notebook’ by provoking me about its contents, or lack thereof, then you are sorely mistaken.” He leveled his gaze at me. “Did you and the other team of interrogators forget to swap notes? They asked me these questions already, and my answers haven’t changed.”

      “And what answers might those be?” Navan pressed.

      “That I have never heard of this notebook. You can check with that mongrel truth-smeller if you like; she knows I am not lying. Although, I should very much like to get my hands on that book now—you’ve all given me a taste for it. I am itching to know what it says, though maybe that’s simply a parting gift from that lycan’s fleas.”

      The pieces of the puzzle began to come together. “So, you don’t know anything about the human leaders’ involvement in targeting the shield-bearers?” I repeated, already knowing the answer. I just needed him to confirm it, one more time.

      “I have already said so, haven’t I?” There was a growing impatience in his tone. “You are ingredients for our alchemical purposes, not equals in any capacity.”

      “And you’ve been watching the governments and the Fed, but you haven’t interfered?”

      Orion scowled. “I have already explained this to you.”

      “So, did you know that Ezra planned to betray you?” I was going completely off script, but I wanted to see the look of shock register on “Chief” Orion’s face. Soon enough, the pieces would start to come together for him, too, just as they had for me.

      He snorted, his eyes narrowing. “How dare you suggest such a thing, you pathetic creature. Is that all you have left—shock tactics and grasping at straws?”

      “I want an answer,” I shot back. “Did you know he was going to betray you, or have you not figured it out yet?”

      “Ezra is more loyal to me than a cretin like you could understand,” he said, his voice carrying a menacing calmness. “I protected both him and his sister—my beloved Pandora—with everything I had, from the very moment they came to me as orphans after the war that tore our planet apart. They were only young teenagers then, but I felt that they were my responsibility. He has always been loyal, seeking to return the favor, for the shelter and security I offered them in their youth.”

      I struggled not to pull a face, thinking of the implications between Orion and Pandora. If he had taken her in as a young, teenage orphan, becoming a surrogate father to her, then there was something infinitely wrong with the relationship that had developed between them. I grimaced. It would have been like me dating Roger, which didn’t even bear contemplation. The very idea turned my stomach.

      “Maybe you were the one who needed to pay for something,” Navan said, following my lead.

      He glared at Navan. “You will never get me to believe that Ezra and my dear Pandora have been anything but loyal to me. Pandora and I had dreams the likes of which your tiny minds couldn’t comprehend. We built empires together while in one another’s arms. We watched imagined cities flourish—she’d describe every detail, building them in my mind with her words.”

      He had disappeared into his own thoughts for a moment, his eyes taking on a faraway expression at the thought of his fallen love. There was a fondness in his voice that almost made me feel guilty for killing her. It didn’t take a genius to understand that, no matter what he’d done as leader of the rebels, he had really loved her. His grief was palpable, even through the thick glass of his cell.

      “I never said anything about Pandora being involved. I doubt she knew about her brother’s betrayal, any more than you seem to,” I said softly.

      His head snapped back toward me, a glint of malice in his eyes. “You are using the same tactics that the Fed tried to use to break me. You are using torture of the mind to see what you can prize from my lips. You seek to torment my spirit and my heart, using the dead to persecute me, yet you claim to be paragons of morality!” Rage seemed to bristle from every fiber of his being. “Hypocrites, the lot of you! At least we coldbloods are open about our violent natures.”

      “Ezra has already betrayed you, Orion,” I replied bluntly. “Doubt all you like, pretend it isn’t happening, but it won’t do you any good. Pandora might have been loyal, but her brother isn’t.”

      “Torturer!”

      I shook my head. “We know deals have been made with the humans, and we know it was a coldblood rebel who made those deals. In fact, we know it was Ezra. I saw him with my own eyes.”

      “Liars! You are doing this to get in my head. The other interrogators couldn’t do it, and neither will you.” I could see his resolve slipping.

      “Then tell me who else could have made an alliance with the humans to bring the nudus shield down, to ensure the rebel base could be destroyed? Who had that kind of power? Who had that kind of freedom and those kinds of contacts? Who has been keeping secrets from you? Really, I’m as intrigued as you are.” I parroted his words back to him.

      Orion strained against his chains, the shackles rattling violently as he struggled. “I own that boy!” he roared.

      “And maybe that’s the problem.” I smiled coldly, knowing it was all coming together for Orion.

      Ezra had betrayed Orion, abusing that loyalty for his own ends. It looked like he had been making deals behind Orion’s back. Moreover, the notebook had never reached Lazar because Ezra had kept it to himself. Likely, the serrantium weapons had never been intended for the rebels, either—at least not those who followed Orion. I didn’t know how far Ezra planned to go, or what it was he wanted, but it was obvious now that he no longer held any loyalty to Orion.

      “No, no, this is all a fabrication!” Orion bellowed. “Ezra would never betray me, after everything that I have done for him. He would NEVER go against me!”

      His denial reminded me of when Brisha had found out about Pandora’s double life, and the pain she had suffered at the loss of, not only trust, but a friendship she’d valued. Undoubtedly, Orion had valued Ezra, not only as a right-hand man, but as a son and an equal. Judging by the twisted look on his face, the pain of discovering the truth was immense. It was almost like he was going through the stages of grief, just as Brisha had.

      “YOU!” He jabbed his finger toward the glass. “You seek only to bring me agony! You murdered my love, but you aren’t content with that, are you? No, you want to see me crushed to dust beneath your boot. You want to see me lose everything. Only then will you be satisfied, you vile harpy! You killed her! Over and over again, you’ve killed her in my mind and in my memory—and you will pay for what you’ve done!”

      “I think that’s our cue to go,” Navan whispered, taking my hand and helping me up. With Orion still roaring away behind us, we hurried down the walkway and headed back toward the elevator, with the two agents who’d brought us there following close behind. My whole body trembled with adrenaline, every nerve wanting to be as far from Orion as possible. I could never erase the sight of his agonized face glowering at me through the glass, his spittle flying so hard and so fast that it peppered the pane like sea-spray.

      When we reached Commander Mahlo’s office, we found her standing halfway across the room. The screen in front of her showed a live stream of the subterranean prison. I could hear Orion screaming as he fought against his chains, rocking violently against the bonds that held him. It was a scary sight, but what was more frightening was the despondent look on the commander’s face. Evidently, she’d seen and heard everything.

      Clicking the screen to mute, she leveled her gaze at us. “It’s all no good,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” I countered, my heart still racing.

      “The trade deal will be useless now. We all thought there was something amiss with the offer, and now we know what it was.” She sighed wearily, gaining twenty years in the space of two seconds. “It is clear to me now that Ezra wishes to lead the rebels himself. He was toying with us, in making that deal—he never would have given the prisoners back in exchange for Orion.”

      Navan nodded. “He has to make a show of doing everything he can to get Orion back, but I imagined he had no intention of doing so, not when he wants to be the leader. It serves him better if Orion stays here, or, best of all, if he can pretend that our side killed him in retaliation.”

      I turned to look at him, realizing he’d spoken my thoughts aloud. Undoubtedly, Ezra would have staged something to make it look like the Fed hadn’t upheld their end of the bargain—another means of stirring up their hatred, to spur them on in the fight to come. As long as Orion was alive, Ezra could never truly take over.

      “I think you may be right,” Commander Mahlo said.

      I frowned, feeling sorry for her. “What will you do?”

      “I will discuss the matter with my team and the rest of our agents. Thankfully, we have yet to have our vote, so it is not too late to go back on our decision,” she replied solemnly. “Thank you for your service today. It has been enlightening, to say the least, and we could not have done it without you.”

      “It’s why we’re here,” I replied.

      As we headed back through the labyrinth of Lunar HQ with the merevin guard as our guide, my mind turned to Ezra. If he’d turned against Orion and was plotting some unknown scheme with the notebook—having done all of this under his boss’s nose—then there was no telling what else he’d managed to hide.
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      On the way back from Commander Mahlo’s office, we asked the merevin guide—whose name, we’d discovered, was Isina—if she could take us on a slight detour toward the medical wing. Even though Navan had been frosty with her earlier, she seemed to have forgiven us for our standoffishness, and took us there with a bright smile and a spring in her step. It was about time we visited Stone and Ronad.

      “How did you figure it out?” Navan asked as we walked.

      “That Ezra was working on his own this entire time?”

      He nodded. “As soon as you said the words, it seemed so obvious.”

      “I was sort of winging it,” I admitted. “Once I saw Orion’s face, when we mentioned the notebook and the deals with Earth’s leaders, I realized what was going on. Ezra took the notebook, and Ezra was the one making deals. It made sense for us to presume that Orion was in on it all, because Ezra was his right-hand man, but I’m guessing that was what made it the perfect ruse.”

      “He had the freedom to go where he wanted, doing whatever he wanted, all under the guise of working for Orion,” Navan said, shaking his head in disbelief. “You’d think I’d have learned by now that there’s very little loyalty between coldbloods.”

      I smiled. “Hey, he fooled everyone. Orion included. Looks like your species loves to overthrow its leaders, or at least deceive them. I mean, Pandora betrayed Brisha, Aurelius betrayed Gianne. It was only a matter of time before someone betrayed Orion—why break the pattern? I wish I’d pieced it together earlier, though.”

      “You did it faster than the rest of us,” he commended me, putting his arm around my shoulders. “I guess coldblood advisors can never be trusted.”

      “Good thing you don’t have one!”

      “I don’t need one—I’ve got you. Anyway, I’m no leader,” he said. “You’re the one leading all of this right now, Captain Idrax. We wouldn’t have captured Orion if it hadn’t been for your quick thinking.”

      “I don’t really feel like a leader,” I admitted. “I feel more like a frazzled, worn-out creature who’d like to hide in a hole somewhere until all of this has blown over.”

      He laughed softly, planting a kiss on my forehead. “I told you, you should’ve stayed in bed.”

      “What, and miss all the action?” I teased. All this talk of betrayal made me think of Earth’s history books. Advisors were often the ones to supersede power from the very people they sought to advise, believing their own version of governance to be better than the present one. I only had to glance through a book on Roman or Greek history to find endless tales of disloyalty.

      “Here you go!” Isina, the merevin, said. We’d stopped in front of a set of white double doors that opened onto the medical wing. “I’ll wait out here to take you back up to the main section of HQ whenever you’re ready.”

      “Thank you, Isina,” I replied, before stepping through the doors. The scent of harsh chemicals stung my nostrils. All around, pristine white walls and chrome floors shone, faintly streaked with the last round of mopped disinfectant. The first ward contained twenty-six beds, and I guessed the other set of double doors at the far end led into another ward. Every single bed was occupied by a wounded soldier, all in various stages of pain and recovery.

      A lycan medic looked up in surprise. “Are you here to see one of our patients?”

      “We’re looking for two of our friends—Ronad and Stone, a coldblood of sorts and an ambaka,” Navan replied, as I continued to take in our surroundings.

      Both lycan and merevin medics were at work, though I spotted one unusually dressed Rexombra tending to an injured Rexombran soldier. She was dressed in vividly patterned clothing that swept behind her in a long train. Around her neck and forehead, she wore teeth and feathers of all shapes, sizes, and colors, along with elaborate earrings. I didn’t know who she was, but she was singing softly over the sleeping Rexombra, wafting a thurible in front of his nose, like the ones I’d seen priests wave in church, though this one spilled a vivid purple smoke that smelled pungently of herbs and flowers. Her presence reminded me of Alfa, who was still missing in action.

      “Three, actually,” I corrected him. “There should be a lycan called Dio here, too.”

      The lycan medic nodded. “I can take you to them, though they are all in separate wards, given the varying degrees of injury.”

      “Thank you,” Navan said, as the medic led us through the first ward, past the singing Rexombra.

      “Who is she?” I wondered aloud to the medic.

      “She’s the Rexombran shaman. They do not allow anyone else to heal their wounded. Whatever it is she does, it appears to work every time,” the lycan marveled. “Indeed, I think it has a healing effect on all those who hear her sing and smell the incense she burns, though she uses technology that is far more advanced than ours, alongside her songs and smoke.”

      “Can’t she help you?”

      “Her technology is geared only toward Rexombran genetics. I doubt it would work on lycans or merevins without some improvisation,” he explained, with a sigh. “Anyway, we’re managing just fine as we are.” His tone was a little too bright, as though he didn’t quite believe his own words.

      A few minutes later, we arrived at a much smaller ward, which seemed to be used for intensive care patients. There were only four beds, and all the wounded here looked half dead already, though three of them were sitting up against a stack of pillows, staring listlessly ahead. Ronad was one of them, but his bruised and battered face turned toward us as we entered. He tried to smile, before a grimace twisted his features into a mask of agony.

      “Hey, buddy, how’re you feeling?” Navan asked, sitting on the edge of Ronad’s bed and resting a hand on his shoulder. He still looked too badly injured to hug.

      I sat down on the other side and looked up at Ronad’s damaged face as the lycan left us alone. His right eye was swollen shut, his lips twice the size they normally were, while deep welts and blossoming bruises created a livid pattern across his features. “You look like hell,” I teased, reaching for his hand. I noticed that his knuckles were torn and bleeding, too, though I refused to let go of him.

      “Can’t… speak too… much,” he croaked. “I’ve never… felt so weak… in all my life.”

      “You’re alive, though, Ronad, and that’s what matters,” Navan told him. “You made it out of there.”

      “Thanks to… Xiphio.”

      I forced a smile onto my face. “He found you, but you survived on your own.”

      “Not… too well.” He tried to grin again, but the movement ended in a hiss of pain. “I was… too slow out there. If I’d been a… coldblood still… like, a real one… I’d have been… able to fly from the… danger. I was a… liability. I haven’t felt… like that… since I was a kid—useless and… slow.”

      “Hey, you did everything you could’ve done in getting to safety,” Navan assured him. “It has nothing to do with being a coldblood or not being one. They would have tried to shoot you down either way, and I doubt anything could’ve helped matters.”

      It seemed as though Ronad was starting to really regret his decision to shed the true coldblood part of his identity. Then again, when he’d taken the serum that had changed his genetic makeup, he’d never expected to leave Earth again. He’d done it to distance himself from the world and the people he had come from, who only served to remind him of what he’d lost with Naya. He could never have known what was coming, just as I could never have known I’d end up liaising with alien military leaders and marrying a man from the opposite side of the universe.

      “Did you… find out… who took us down?” Ronad rasped.

      I squeezed his hand. “We think we know who’s responsible, but we haven’t figured out the extent of their influence just yet. As soon as we know everything, we’ll come back and visit you.”

      “In the meantime, rest and recover,” Navan urged him. “You’ll heal in no time.”

      Ronad’s eyes glittered miserably. “I hope… so. I hate… being cooped up. I want… to get back out… there, to help with… the retaliation.”

      “You will, pal, you will.” Navan patted him on the arm, but I could tell he wasn’t convinced. Ronad was in a bad state, and without the quantity of coldblood medicine that would be needed to fix him fast, his recovery was going to take a bit longer than he’d probably have wanted.

      “We’ll visit again really soon, okay?” I promised, my chest tight at the sight of him in such an awful state. More than ever, I wanted revenge on the people who’d done this to him, and to Angie, Lauren, Xiphio, and Stone. Ezra would pay, just as soon as we discovered how deep his networks ran.

      “I’m just… going to sleep… for a bit,” he murmured, while Navan helped him sink below the covers, tucking him in tight.

      “Rest easy, Ronad,” Navan said, smoothing back his friend’s hair like a worried mother.

      I took Navan’s hand, pulling him gently toward the door of the ward. “Come on, let’s leave him in peace. He’s earned it.”

      We called the lycan medic over, and he took us through to see Dio. He was in one of the larger wards, and though his arm was wrapped in a bandage, and there was a strip of wadding and gauze across his left eye, he didn’t seem too worse for wear. When we arrived, he was fast asleep, and I didn’t want to wake him, not after what he’d been through. I wasn’t sure of the exact details, but he’d been aboard one of the Rexombran ships, which had been the first to enter the fray at the rebel base. I was just glad he was alive.

      Leaving Dio to his rest, the lycan medic took us to the back of the medical wing, into a private room that branched off from a sterile corridor. Evidently, this was where the most severely injured patients were kept, each one monitored individually. The medic knocked gently on the door before ushering us inside. I wondered why he’d knocked, given that Stone was supposed to be unconscious. It became clear a split second later, when the open door revealed Lauren sitting in an armchair beside Stone’s bed. She was reading aloud to him, though the book wasn’t familiar to me.

      With an embarrassed startle, she stopped mid-sentence and closed the cover. “I like to think he can hear me,” she explained quietly, looking to the lycan medic. “The doctors say it’s possible with coma patients.”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” the lycan replied, offering Lauren a kind smile before retreating.

      “He’s in a coma?” I asked. I’d known he was unconscious and in a pretty dire state, but I hadn’t realized it had gotten this bad. He looked so peaceful, tucked beneath the hospital sheets, all three of his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling steadily. On his wrist, the blue nudus still glowed faintly, clinging to life.

      She nodded. “He slipped into it early this morning, when I wasn’t around. If Angie had just let me come here last night, when I’d wanted, I might have caught him in a better state.” Her tone wasn’t angry or bitter, but desperately sad.

      “You needed rest, too,” I said, moving over to sit on the edge of the bed.

      “It could’ve waited.”

      “I’m sure he’ll wake up again, and when he does, he’ll be so glad that yours is the first face he gets to see,” I assured her, fighting back tears at the sight of my best friend’s heart breaking before me. “Has he been conscious at all since you’ve been here with him?”

      She shook her head despondently. “Not exactly. He murmurs things now and again and moves in his sleep, but he hasn’t opened his eyes. He seems to be drifting in dreamland right now.”

      “What does he talk about?” I wondered, remembering how he’d thought only of her when I’d tried to treat him in the med bay of Commander Mahlo’s cloaked ship.

      “Different things,” she replied sadly. “He talks about me sometimes. Other times, it sounds like he’s telling his nudus to leave him. I like to think they’re arguing, inside his head.” She managed a small smile, though it didn’t come anywhere near her eyes. “And then, in the rest of his more alert moments, he mumbles things about the Stargazers.”

      My eyes went wide. “The Stargazers?”

      “I thought he didn’t speak about them much,” Navan added, his tone curious.

      “I don’t think he knows what he’s saying, or who he’s saying things to,” she replied. “All the time I spent on his ship, I pestered him to tell me more about them, but he wouldn’t—it was the one thing he refused to talk about in any detail. Honestly, every snippet he mumbles makes me wish I could get my hands on a book about the Stargazers, but everything about them is shrouded in secrecy.”

      “What sort of things does he keep saying?” Navan pressed.

      “He’s mentioned a mind map, and a planet with black lakes and crystal oceans. He talked about the person who rescued him from the brink of self-destruction,” she explained, her brow furrowing as she gazed at Stone. “The last thing he said about them was, ‘In times of great peril, find the Stargazers.’ He’s said it a couple of times, actually.”

      It reminded me of what Galo had tried to say, just before the chip in his neck had exploded and killed him. He’d told us to “find the Star—” before death had silenced him. I’d already suspected, back on Killick’s cruiser while we were telling our stories, that Galo might have been trying to tell us to find the Stargazers. Lauren’s words only confirmed it, but it left me in the same predicament that it had back then—how could we find the Stargazers’ planet, when it took someone who’d been there to find it again? Stone had been there, but he was in no state to take us anywhere. The planet’s location was a secret for a reason, and we didn’t have the means to get there.

      “What do you know about them?” I asked, turning to Navan.

      “Not too much. They’re more like fables these days. Hardly anyone has ever actually met one in real life, although we know they do exist and have existed for far longer than any other species,” he replied thoughtfully. “They’re hailed as the oldest race in the universe—here from the very moment of its beginning, possibly even before, depending on which story you believe.”

      Lauren nodded along. “Apparently, they used to police the universe before any kind of organization had been formed. When planets and galaxies were in their earliest stages, with species emerging, they kept an eye on everything. As races developed and expanded, branching out into the rest of space, they were there to keep the peace.”

      “There are some people who think they’re the ones who created the Fed in the first place, to police the universe in their absence. I guess they got tired of fighting other peoples’ wars all the time and figured they’d get someone else to do it,” Navan mused bitterly. “You can’t exactly blame them.”

      “Either that, or they wanted all of these species to work together, to keep the peace and take responsibility for the universe they live in,” I chimed in. “I mean, how would anyone ever learn anything if the Stargazers came to their rescue every time something went wrong?”

      Navan frowned. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

      “You know what, I think you’re probably right,” Lauren said. “It would explain why they only get involved when truly terrible things happen, like the wiping out of Stone’s people.”

      “They came to investigate. They didn’t stop anything,” Navan corrected her.

      “It’s like Riley says—maybe they just don’t interfere anymore.”

      Navan pulled a face. “If that’s true, then it’s probably a good thing they’re impossible to find. I doubt they’d help us, even if we asked.”

      “But Stone isn’t the only one who has said something about finding them, Navan,” I said. “Galo told us the same thing. He said we should seek them out, remember?”

      “I know that’s what you suspected he meant, but why would he have suggested such a thing? How could he have possibly expected us to find, much less make allies of, a ridiculously elusive species? I’m still not convinced he wasn’t trying to tell us to hide near a particular star, instead.” Navan sighed wearily. “We’ll never know what Galo was really trying to say to us, and I don’t think we can jump to conclusions, however desperate we might be for a glimmer of hope.” He smiled, giving my hand a comforting squeeze.

      “You don’t think they’d help us, if we found a way to get to them?” My hopes were dashed. I’d expected Navan to be on my side in this, but he didn’t seem convinced that the Stargazers were a viable solution to our problems.

      It was Lauren who came to my rescue. “I think they might. Stone always spoke highly of them, whenever he did say something about them,” she insisted, reigniting my hopes. “In fact, just before we left to start building the nudus shield, he mentioned something about them to me. He was hugging me, saying goodbye, when he said, ‘If this all goes tits up, Ren, I’ll do it for you.’ I wasn’t sure what he meant, and I didn’t have much time to ask, but now I’m wondering if he was talking about finding the Stargazers and getting them to help us.”

      “You really think so?” My heart was thundering with excitement.

      Navan frowned. “I think that’s a bit of a leap.”

      “Not when you know Stone the way I do,” Lauren replied, with a shy, secret smile.

      “Well, even if you’re right, we can’t find them without Stone. He’s our only lead toward finding them, and he’s… well, he’s not in the best shape.” He sounded exasperated, and I shared in his frustrations. It seemed like, once again, we were so close and yet so far.

      Still, I was determined to cling to one positive in all this mess. If the Stargazers were out there somewhere, shrouded in their ancient mystery and fabled secrets, perhaps they were watching us at this very minute. I allowed myself to believe it, because I needed to believe in something right now.
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      Another day passed in a flurry of military planning, ship maintenance, and gathering resources. Every hour was spent in endless meetings, peppered by silent, exhausted meals and the eventual collapsing into bed at the end of it all, knowing I was going to have to do it again the following day. The end of the ceasefire was approaching fast, and we needed to know what we’d be facing when the treaty finally broke.

      The nudus dome wasn’t like the invisibility shield; the Fed agents couldn’t clearly see anything beneath it, not even heat signatures. We were going into the retaliation more or less completely blind. There were still a few agents hiding within the dome who were feeding back information where they could, but the transmissions were fuzzy, revealing nothing much. Plus, it wasn’t as though they could get inside the alchemy lab, where all the rebel preparations were taking place. They couldn’t get onto either of the queens’ flagships, either, not without raising suspicions or risking the treaty being broken early. Warrior Anai had been forced to call away the Rexombran assassins who’d remained beneath the dome, knowing they would pose the biggest threat.

      The only one still within the walls was Alfa. He’d promised not to strike against the queens or the rebels, but he’d reported that Gianne and Brisha were still there, on board their individual vessels, honoring the ceasefire. For now, at least. It was good to know he was still alive, though I had no idea how he was keeping himself hidden.

      On the morning of the ceasefire’s final day, I found myself in the echoing hangar of Lunar HQ, helping Navan with final repairs on the ships that would be flying into battle. Bashrik had gone to fetch more supplies from the engineering department, Lauren had headed back down to the medical wing as soon as the sun came up, and Angie had gone to sit in on a meeting with Xiphio, Commander Mahlo, Agent Phocida, and Warrior Anai. She’d insisted on going instead of me, knowing I was too exhausted to focus on planning and numbers and endless organization. Besides, the Fed needed every engineer and mechanic they had to get the ships ready for the end of the ceasefire, and it just so happened that I was one such person.

      “Riley, can you pass me that nano-connector?” Navan asked, reaching an arm out from under the belly of the ship.

      “I’m just using it on the weapons drive,” I replied, grinning as I leaned down to kiss his hand. There was something therapeutic about fixing engines, focusing on the mechanical details instead of the upcoming battle that might wipe us all out.

      He stuck his head out, snatching playfully at my hand and bringing it down to his lips. “I went to see Farl yesterday, by the way. I was going to tell you when I got back to the room, but you were fast asleep, and there wasn’t time to tell you this morning, with everything going on,” he said, unexpectedly. There was a note of guilt in his voice, as though he’d just gathered the courage to tell me.

      “Oh?” I was pleased he’d made the step. Farl probably deserved a face-to-face meeting with the man who’d killed his brother.

      “We talked about his brother and what happened to him in Alaska.”

      I grimaced. “How did it go?”

      “Badly. But I’m not sorry I did it. I thought it was about time I made amends for what I’d done,” he explained. “I won’t be able to say sorry to the families of everyone I’ve killed over the years, but I figured this was a step in the right direction. I want to be the kind of man who doesn’t rely on violence to solve his problems; I want to be a better man than that, once these wars are over. I want to keep making those steps… with you by my side.”

      I gazed at him in complete admiration, feeling as though we were in our own little world. I couldn’t hear the clang of machinery, or the echo of engines whirring, or the shout of frantic mechanics struggling with a relentless workload. I wasn’t envisioning Ezra or Brisha or Gianne, or the fighting that would ensue. It was just Navan and me, and our hopes for the future. Until this moment, I’d forgotten a future could even exist beyond what was happening with Earth.

      “I’d like to be a better woman, too… to make amends for the things I’ve done,” I murmured, pulling him out from under the ship. He wrapped his arms around me and pressed his lips fiercely to mine, running his hands through my hair, holding me against him. It had been a while since we’d had some alone time, given how exhausted I’d been since arriving at Lunar HQ, but I felt my passion flaring as our kiss deepened.

      “You don’t need to make amends,” Navan whispered against my lips. “You haven’t done anything that you weren’t made to do by the terrible acts of others.”

      I wished I could believe that, but I wasn’t naïve. I knew I’d done some terrible things since leaving Earth, which were going to take some atoning for. And I knew there was going to be more I had to do to protect my planet, after this war had come to an end, one way or the other. It wasn’t going to be easy, but, ultimately, I knew my heart was in the right place—I just wanted the chance to be good again.

      “What the—?” My attention was distracted by a large group of agents escorting a figure out of the front entrance of Lunar HQ, onto a waiting ship. I didn’t need to be close to know it was Orion, with Commander Mahlo trailing behind them, her shoulders sloped in defeat.

      “What’s the matter?” Navan asked, leaning up to kiss me again. I pressed my palms to his chest, pushing him gently away as I took off across the hangar, heading toward the leaving party of Fed agents. There was a silent pause, until I heard him run after me.

      “What the hell is going on? Tell me you’re not thinking of going through with that ridiculous deal,” I snapped as I neared the group, coming to a halt in front of the commander. Orion was already halfway up the loading ramp of the waiting ship, his entire body clad in electrified chains and magnetic cuffs.

      Commander Mahlo’s face looked hollowed out, her eyes dim. “I have no choice, Riley.”

      “Are you serious?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “If it can save the lives of our agents and the humans who are trapped in the base, then we have to risk it,” she insisted. “A vote has been taken, and the majority has spoken.”

      I gave her a hard stare. “What, and just hope it doesn’t turn around and bite us in the ass?”

      “Your hunch might be wrong, Riley. Ezra might not be betraying Orion. He could be telling us the truth and mean well with this deal,” she said, though her voice was too resigned to be convincing. “Even if he has betrayed Orion, he may still wish to have Orion back, regardless.”

      “This is a terrible idea, Commander. You’ve got to see that this is beyond stupid!”

      Navan put his hands on my shoulders, squeezing lightly. “Riley…”

      I ignored him, intent on getting a straight answer out of Commander Mahlo. “Have they made you do this?”

      “A vote has been taken,” she repeated.

      “They have, haven’t they? They’ve forced you into handing Orion back, even though you know Ezra is up to something!” I tried to get her to look at me, but her gaze had moved past my shoulder, toward Orion. “This is only going to end badly.”

      “It’s a risk we have to take.” Her voice was practically robotic, reciting the party line.

      “Well, let him come to you or meet in neutral territory, at least. Use this opportunity to get him to take down the shield for a moment,” I urged her, but it was too late. They had already loaded Orion into the ship, with only two agents retreating down the gangway.

      “We’ve already thought of that. He has promised to meet us outside the dome,” she said.

      “That doesn’t mean anything, Commander. If he’s promised to meet you outside the dome, then he’s definitely got something planned. He wouldn’t allow himself to be vulnerable without having a contingency plan.” Panic rose through me. “Either he’s going to attack you, or he’s got a way of snatching Orion and making a run for it.”

      “You should know by now that I would not put my people in harm’s way without having looked at the problem from every angle,” she said, her tone cold. “We have accounted for an attack. The unit is heavily armed in case the situation goes south, and we have plenty of soldiers who will form a guard around Orion. No exchange will be made until we get our hostages back. Besides, we have several soldiers wearing nudus. They will protect our ship from any damage.”

      “Ezra has nudus-wielders, too, Commander.” I paused uncertainly. “Well, he has one wielder, but he might have found a way to coax the nudus onto other bearers. He’s sneaky, and I wouldn’t put it past him. If he’s managed to do that, then the rebels could easily bypass any shields you make, not to mention the fact that they can snatch Orion and run back into the base with him.”

      Commander Mahlo sighed impatiently. “I am aware that neither group has the advantage in this scenario, but we have accounted for every eventuality. I assure you, we will be fine. He will not escape us, and he will not take us by surprise. If this works, we will have our people back, and we will have saved a large quantity of the humans. That can only be deemed as a win.”

      I glanced around frantically, wondering what I could do to help. If they were doing this, against the commander’s better judgment, then I wanted to be part of it. More than anything, I wanted to make sure Ezra didn’t get away with any of his usual underhanded tricks.

      “Might I request permission to escort the transport ship, in a smaller vessel?” I asked, catching sight of the ship we’d arrived in with Orion. Given that it was a rebel ship, I figured it might offer us a small advantage, confusing the rebels for just long enough if they saw it on any radar.

      She shot me a weary glance. “You may form a team if you wish, though you will have to be quick. The transport leaves in fifteen minutes.”

      Without wasting another moment, I turned to Navan. “Let’s go and get Angie, Bashrik, and Xiphio. I’m sure they’ll be willing to come with us.”

      “What about Lauren?”

      “Let her stay with Stone. Right now, she’s probably too full of vengeance, and I don’t want her doing anything she might regret.”

      He nodded, looking to the commander. “We’ll meet you back here in ten?”

      “Meet you back here in ten.”

      With that, we sprinted for the main entrance of Lunar HQ and headed for the engineering department first, cutting Bashrik off on his way back to the hangar. He was carrying a box full of tools and supplies.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, startled.

      Hurriedly, we recounted the discussion we’d just had with Commander Mahlo. He agreed to accompany us, running alongside as we raced to find the others.

      “I don’t suppose you know where Angie and Xiphio are, do you?” I asked Bashrik, pausing to catch my breath. I felt suddenly dizzy, and black spots started appearing in my vision.

      He shook his head. “If they’re not here, they might be in the medical wing. I know Angie wanted to see how Lauren was doing, and she has practically been living there, so that could be our best bet.”

      I grimaced at the thought of trying to find the medical wing. “Do you know the way?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” Bashrik beamed proudly. “I’ve been to visit Stone a couple times, although Lauren has been a constant fixture, and so I have had to… Well, I haven’t been able to speak to him, man to man.” There was a note of bitterness in his voice that made me smile, despite the dizzy sensation that threatened to overwhelm me.

      “Come on, then, we don’t have a moment to lose,” I urged him, forcing myself to keep going even though my limbs felt like lead.

      Navan and I followed Bashrik through the labyrinth of hallways until we reached the familiar sight of the medical wing’s sterile double doors. Bursting in, we slowed to a brisk walk, trying not to disturb the sleeping patients as we made our way toward Stone’s room. We found Lauren, Angie, and Xiphio all sitting around Stone’s bed, taking it in turns to tell him a story. They looked up in alarm as we entered.

      “I thought you guys were repairing ships all day,” Angie whispered, which amused me in a macabre way, considering Stone was in a coma.

      I explained everything without pausing for a breath. “So, that’s why we need you to come with us, right this minute.”

      Angie got up and flashed a nervous smile at Bashrik. “Count me in.”

      Lauren, to my relief, looked hesitant. “I might stay here, if that’s okay. Someone should be around, in case Stone wakes up… and I don’t want Ronad feeling like he’s alone. Dio could use some cheering up, too.”

      “You stay and do what you have to do,” I said, smiling at her. “Xiphio?”

      He lunged forward unexpectedly and scooped Lauren into his arms, holding her tight. “I apologize for my forward behavior, Miss Lauren, but I must say my farewells to you if I’m to go with the others,” he murmured. “If there’s to be a fight with Ezra, then I must be ready for every eventuality.”

      Lauren chuckled, hugging him back. “You’re making it sound like you’re not going to make it.”

      “None of us know if tomorrow is a certainty,” he said, ramping up the tragic hero role. “If I get killed today, I want you to know that my thoughts were of you… of us, standing here, saying goodbye.”

      “Please don’t die,” Lauren gasped, her calm expression crumbling as she gripped Xiphio tighter. I watched him realize he’d gone overboard, his eyes widening as he tried to backpedal. Clearly, he hadn’t intended to upset her.

      “I will do what I can. I will stay safe and make it back, fear not.”

      I was about to suggest we head up to the surface to meet with Commander Mahlo, before the transport convoy took off without us—but then a stabbing cramp hit me hard in the lowest part of my abdomen. It twisted up like a knife, bringing a sudden heat to the back of my neck.

      Really? Now? There couldn’t be a worse time to start my period, but it felt like I was about to get an unwanted visit regardless. In previous months, depending on where I was, I’d used whatever I could get my hands on, fashioning sanitary items out of cloth pads and tape. On Vysanthe, it had been easier. I’d just used the funny gel sponges that they used, which absorbed everything and turned it into water, but that kind of thing hadn’t been as easy to find in places like deep space, the Junkyard, and Zai. My chest was starting to hurt, too, which was just what I needed.

      “Is everything okay?” Navan whispered, leaning over to me as the others talked to Lauren.

      “Sore boobs, that’s all,” I joked. “You know, from where I got smacked in the chest during the battle the other day?” He’d seen my naked body each night, covered in bruises that had bloomed across my skin like black-and-blue camouflage.

      “Maybe you should get yourself checked out, while we’re here.”

      I shook my head. “It comes and goes. Anyway, these medics have bigger issues right now. I refuse to bother them with a case of sore boob syndrome.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help the ladies out? A massage, perhaps?” he teased, murmuring in my ear. It wasn’t the right place or the right time for that kind of talk, but my cheeks flushed anyway.

      “Eh, once you two lovebirds have finished making goo-goo eyes at each other and whispering saucy nothings, maybe we can get our asses up to see the commander?” Angie interjected, waggling her eyebrows at us.

      I laughed, but the somberness returned a split second later as we said our goodbyes to Lauren. Perhaps Xiphio had a point—if something did happen to us during the exchange with Ezra, then this would be the last time we saw Lauren. She wouldn’t know if we were okay or not until later. I supposed it was almost worse for the ones left behind, waiting for news of loved ones.

      It made me think suddenly of Jean and Roger, who had perpetually been waiting for news of me. Even when they thought I was in some sort of witness protection, they’d have wondered how I was, and when they could see me again. It broke my heart to think of them sitting at home, praying for the phone to ring.

      “Okay, let’s do this!” I said, shaking away the painful thoughts. They wouldn’t do me any favors during this mission. All of that would have to wait until the moment this war was over, and I could be good again, set on my path toward making amends for all the things I’d done. I knew I’d start with Jean and Roger.

      After stealing a wad of cotton padding and a roll of bandages from a clinical cupboard by the door, when nobody was looking, I stuffed them into my pockets. They’d come in handy later, when my unwelcome period decided to make an appearance.

      As we were making our way back upstairs, Navan sidled up to me and put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me close.

      “After all of this is over, you and I are going to pick a honeymoon destination. We can go anywhere you want,” he whispered. “We could go to the beaches of Phnossos, or the tropical islands of Tamatoa, or the volcanic sands of Fermeer…”

      I smiled up at him. “I’m happy to go anywhere, as long as I’m with you.”
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      We arrived outside the entrance to Lunar HQ in the nick of time. Commander Mahlo was scanning the horizon from the gangway, tapping her foot impatiently, clutching a comms device so hard her knuckles had whitened. I waved up to her, and she gestured to a small fighter ship parked beside the transport vessel. It wasn’t the rebel ship we’d brought Orion back in, which disappointed me slightly, but it would do. At least we wouldn’t be left behind, forced to wait for information, not knowing how the deal had gone down.

      “Let’s get these ships off the ground!” Commander Mahlo roared, retreating up the gangway. The loading ramp withdrew behind her as she disappeared into the belly of the transport ship.

      Our group ran for the fighter ship, assuming our positions as quickly as possible. Navan and Bashrik took the pilot’s and copilot’s chairs, while Angie, Xiphio, and I strapped ourselves into the remaining seats in the cockpit. A moment later, Bashrik fired up the engines and took us up into the sky, moving through the dome that hid Lunar HQ from view. I’d expected it to have gained a slight blue tinge, given what we’d been told about the agents using their nudus to cover everything in shields, but it seemed they’d had more important things to attend to… namely, the main transport ship. The whole thing was bathed in bright blue light, the shield thrumming with strength. Whoever the nudus-wielder was within the transport, they were doing a good job.

      “We’re all aware we’re flying into a great big trap, right?” Angie murmured, flashing me an anxious look.

      I sighed. “I tried to tell them that, but they keep saying it’ll be worth the risk.”

      “Right… Good, well, I just wanted to make sure everyone was on the same page.”

      “Didn’t you vote on this?” After all, she’d taken my place that morning, at the main meeting.

      “I was kicked out of the room; can you believe it? Apparently, I didn’t have the right kind of authority to vote on ‘Fed matters.’”

      “You were also being extremely disruptive, Miss Angie,” Xiphio interjected. “As soon as they mentioned the deal, you began calling them very rude names. I don’t think they took kindly to such things.”

      Angie raised her hands in defense. “Hey, if they can’t handle a little truth, they shouldn’t be in this job. I thought the deal was stupid then, and I still think it’s stupid.”

      I glanced at Xiphio. “You were in the room, though, right? How did you vote?”

      “I voted against the deal, but I have to accept the mandate of the majority,” he replied reluctantly. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but I would never dare to call Agent Phocida a… Well, it does not bear repeating. At least we’re following the convoy and can assist when… rather, if things go awry.”

      “Do you think they’re prepared for this?” Navan asked.

      Xiphio shrugged. “Every agent is armed to the teeth, and we have the nudus shield protecting the main ship. I believe they have come more than prepared.” He paused uncertainly, as if he wasn’t sure he should continue. “My only fear is that, even then, it may not be enough.”

      We traveled the rest of the way in near silence until, finally, the main ship arrived outside the dome to the rebel base. There were four ships in the convoy—the main transporter and three flanking fighters, including ours—all of them with their invisibility shields up, to hide us from the human aircrafts still lingering above. A couple of cloaked Fed ships remained in the skies above the dome, too, keeping an eye on the humans. The transporter set down in the shadows of the nearby woodland, not too far from the wreckage of Commander Mahlo’s previous ship, so Ezra could come to her without the humans spotting the exchange.

      “Let’s see if we can hear what’s going on, shall we?” Bashrik said, patching us in to the comms feed from the main ship. It would enable us to overhear the negotiations between Mahlo and Ezra, firsthand.

      “A small vessel is approaching the transporter,” a voice crackled through, though it wasn’t one I recognized.

      Quickly, Bashrik toyed with the controls, bringing up a screen with several bleeping dots. “That one is the transporter,” he explained, gesturing to a large blue spot. “This one is the rebel ship, and these are our fighter ships,” he added, pointing to a small red dot and three smaller blue ones. “The green ones are human.”

      I peered out through the windshield, trying to pick out the approaching ship as it emerged from the dome, but I couldn’t see a thing—just a slight ripple in the fabric of the dome, where the vessel had exited. “Aren’t the rebel ships cloaked? How can you pick it up on the radar?”

      Bashrik smiled. “The Fed ships are equipped with advanced movement detection. If the ship was stationery and cloaked, we wouldn’t be able to see it. As it happens, this one is moving, so it’s fair game.”

      “Confirmation on target?” the unknown voice of the transporter’s pilot crackled through again.

      “Affirmative. I have eyes on Ezra.” Commander Mahlo’s voice took us all by surprise as it echoed through the speakers.

      As our fighter slowly moved forward, I saw that the commander was right. Ezra had just exited his ship and had come to a halt in a woodland clearing—the same woodland clearing where the transporter had been set down. It wouldn’t be long until the exchange was made, and my fears were growing by the second. Ezra had arrived in a surprisingly tiny ship, with no backup whatsoever. That was unsettling.

      “Commander Mahlo, I’m glad you could make it.” Ezra’s voice came through the comms system, picked up by the commander’s device. It sounded tinny and distant, but it was definitely him.

      “I wouldn’t have missed it,” she replied.

      “Now, before we get down to the nitty-gritty, can you confirm that Orion is on board?”

      Through the glass, I saw her shake her head. “First, confirm the status of the prisoners.”

      “We’ll get to that in a minute,” Ezra said casually, as though he had all the time in the world. “Are you still harboring the defecting coldblood named Navan and his human pet, Riley?”

      “I don’t see how that is any of your business.” The commander’s tone was brusque.

      “Well, it is my business, and it’s in your best interests to tell me,” Ezra pressed. “I won’t be agreeing to any deal unless they’re given to me.”

      Navan and I shared a shocked look. In all my hurried planning to help with the exchange, I’d never expected Ezra to want us as part of the deal; he must have really wanted revenge for all the trouble we’d put him through. Perhaps, in hindsight, it hadn’t been the best idea to come here.

      The commander folded her arms across her chest. “That wasn’t what we agreed to. It’s the prisoners for Orion, and no more.”

      Ezra’s lips twisted up in a cold, calculated smile. “The prisoners have already perished, Commander.”

      Without warning, he ducked to the ground, and his ship surged forward. The vessel swept over his head, diving through the nudus dome that shrouded the transporter in blue light. As I’d suspected, Ezra had found a way to get Orval to share the nudus with others, splitting up the ones he’d acquired from Stone with other “innocent” rebels or prisoners, who were apparently on the small rebel ship at that very moment, giving it the power to break through the protective shield.

      “We’re taking fire!” The pilot’s voice sounded through the comms system. “Requesting immediate backup!”

      As the small rebel ship pelted the transporter with blasts that rippled the outer shell of the hazy blue shield, we swung into action. Without a nudus-wielder to get us through the barrier, we’d have to turn our focus elsewhere, and I knew the perfect target.

      “Go for Ezra!” I yelled, but Bashrik and Navan were already on it, swooping low, firing down. The other three fighters had jolted into action too, heading for the transporter. They had soldiers wearing nudus on board, so they could get beneath the barrier to defend the main ship from the rebel attack. Now, I understood why Ezra had chosen such a tiny ship—it could maneuver easily beneath the shield, where our fighters could only move around awkwardly, half in, half out of the barrier.

      “Orion is on board our ship, Ezra. If you continue to fire upon it, you will kill him,” Commander Mahlo roared, her voice barely audible above the gunfire. I knew the blasts would inevitably bring the humans, but they seemed to be keeping away for now. No doubt, they were asking their superiors what they should do instead of helping us out.

      Ezra smirked. “You really aren’t getting this, are you?” He turned on his heel and disappeared into the woodland, with Commander Mahlo sprinting back toward the transporter. A small portal opened in the side of the shield to let her in, just as the blue haze dissipated into thin air. Someone had reached the nudus-wielder. A moment later, however, it flickered back up. Either someone had taken over the nudus, or the wielder had managed to gain back control.

      With only one rebel ship to deal with, and Ezra having run off into the woods, it seemed the Fed had the advantage. We could hear the fight raging over the comms system and saw the occasional pulse as something was fired below the transporter’s nudus barrier, and it sounded like the Fed was close to stopping the rogue rebel ship.

      “Transporter, what’s your status?” Bashrik asked.

      “Fighters have damaged the enemy ship. Smoke is trailing from the engines,” the transporter pilot replied. “It shouldn’t be too long now. Hold the perimeter.”

      “Copy that.”

      Bashrik was about to set the ship into a steady hover, so we could keep an eye on anyone who might try to escape, when an enormous tank came rolling out of the forest. It crushed everything under its tracks, and the exterior was clad in several mirroring devices that made it invisible, depending on which way you were looking at it. As it so happened, we were seeing it in its full glory. It looked like it had been fashioned from stolen human technology, which had then been retrofitted with alien technology to create this monstrous beast. A huge gun turret sat at the top, but this didn’t look like any ordinary weapon. The barrel bristled with vibrant blue electrical bolts, and the roar of the machine building up its power was enough to send a shiver of terror through even the toughest warrior.

      “Take off!” Navan screamed into the comms. “Everyone, take off!”

      But it was too late.

      An almighty whip-crack ripped through the atmosphere around us. The very air seemed to freeze for a moment as a shimmering projectile shot out the end of the turret cannon. It headed straight for the transporter and everyone on board—and the other fighter ships, too, who were still struggling to catch the rogue enemy vessel. All we could do was watch as the crackling ball of shimmering light hurtled toward its target, screaming through the air. It was like the whistle of a bombshell whizzing past, amped up to a million.

      It hit the transporter as though there were no shield standing in the way, and, for a good few seconds, nothing seemed to happen. Ezra stuck his head out of the top of the tank, wanting to see the devastation for himself, no doubt. Even he looked confused, as we all watched the ship… waiting for something to happen.

      When it did, we weren’t ready for it. With a screech of metal and a crunch of crushed machinery, the transporter began to collapse in on itself. The entire ship crumpled as though it were paper in somebody’s fist. Over the comms system, we could hear the haunting cries of the ship’s crew as they were crushed along with it. The blue haze of the nudus barrier disappeared as the crackling light claimed the nudus-wielder.

      Implosion grenades, I thought. Stone had mentioned delivering some to Ezra before. Was this what they were, or was this some powered-up version of one? I had never imagined that something could decimate matter like that.

      With an unsettling whoosh, everything in the vicinity of the transporter was sucked into the burning ball of light, which remained at the center of destruction, sucking everything it could into its field of gravity. We were far enough away not to be affected, but the other fighters hadn’t been so lucky. Once the shimmering projectile had sated its voracious hunger, dragging in trees and earth, as well as ships, it burned all the brighter for several seconds, before exploding outward like a miniature supernova. The force of the blast knocked us backward, shattering the windshield, a hailstorm of splintered glass surging toward us. I covered my face with my hands, feeling the bite of the shards.

      A moment later, I unclipped myself from the seatbelts and hurried to the now-open window, staring down in horror. Commander Mahlo was dead. Orion was dead. The Fed agents and their nudus were dead.

      Ezra had killed everyone.

      He must have been hiding this weapon from Orion, all this time, to use for his own terrible purposes. This had been a trap of epic proportions, and we were the sole survivors.

      Down below, Ezra had shoved another rebel, whose wrist glowed with a purple nudus, out of the top of the tank. The rebel was young, and fear was written on his face as Ezra barked orders. Clearly, the new rebel leader had no idea there was still one Fed ship remaining—maybe we still had an advantage.

      “Open a path for me!” Ezra yelled, before ducking back into the safety of the tank. It rolled forward, moving through the trees toward the nudus shield that surrounded the base.

      “Bashrik, as soon as that rebel opens up a gap in the dome, we have to dive in there and go after Ezra,” I said, turning back to the rest of my crew. They were recovering from the shower of glass shards, a few trickles of blood, in three different colors, trailing rivulets down their weary faces.

      Bashrik nodded. “Setting a course now. Though, we should hang back a bit, in case Ezra spots us and tries to send another one of those… death balls at us.”

      “Agreed. We’ll keep a distance and then shoot through at the last moment,” Navan said.

      “If we chase him down, that’s suicide!” Angie squeaked, her eyes bulging out of her head. Nobody spoke, and the silence said more than any of us ever could.

      “We must not falter,” Xiphio said softly, putting his hand on Angie’s shoulder.

      “We should never have come here! We should never have made this deal—stuff your majority up your ass. This should never have happened!” Angie was screaming now, staring through the broken windshield at the spot where the transporter had been. I knew just how she felt.

      “We’ve got to chase Ezra, my love. Otherwise, he’ll use that thing on more people,” Bashrik said, his tone soothing. “My guess is, it requires an enormous amount of power—a one-shot wonder—but if he can recharge it, then we’ll be in serious trouble. It might be suicide, but there’s nothing else we can do.”

      Angie fell silent, her eyes taking on a haunted expression as Navan took over the controls, maneuvering the ship into position.

      We’d known all along that this was a trap. The Fed had known it, Ezra had known it, and yet we’d still come here and stepped into it, nonetheless. And now, those poor agents had paid for it with their lives. Commander Mahlo had paid for the “majority vote” with her life, too. Anger rose through my veins as I thought of all those back at Lunar HQ who’d voted for the deal without thinking of the consequences. It hadn’t been a risk worth taking. Everyone was dead—the prisoners included. It had all been for nothing.

      “It’s up to us now,” I said quietly, more to myself than anyone else.

      We were in a military-grade ship, with a decent-sized, skilled crew. Even without a windshield to protect us from bullets and blasts, we had the cloaking shield up, which would give us some cover. It wasn’t really a choice anymore. We needed to see what damage we could do to the base, to Ezra, to the rebels, even if it cost us our lives. The ceasefire, which Orion had implemented, would be over the following day, and there was no telling what Ezra would do in that time. Maybe, without Orion to stop him, he planned to play Gianne at her own game, breaking the treaty before the time was up.

      More than that, now that Orion was out of the picture, Ezra could finally get around to using Yorrek’s notebook, without worrying about his leader discovering the truth of his betrayals. It wouldn’t be long before the alchemists cracked the code to the immortality elixir, using whatever lay within those pages. If he managed to do that, there would be no stopping him.

      It was now or never, no matter what the consequences might be.
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      The rebel wearing the nudus staggered through the dome, a gap opening in the blue haze. The tank rumbled through a moment later, with us following close behind. Ahead, the base was more or less as we’d left it, most of the buildings razed to nothing but rubble, smoke still rising from some of the wreckage. They had piled up the dead bodies, while the fallen ships were being stripped of anything useful.

      Scanning the horizon, I wondered where Alfa might be. All I could see were scattered groups of blue-clad rebels wandering about, with the queens’ soldiers keeping to their ships, which had taken up residence on the opposite side of the base. Then again, if there were still agents out here, I supposed that was the point. If I could see them, they’d be in danger.

      Below us, the ungainly tank trundled along, garnering attention from the rebels. They looked surprised to see it, as though they weren’t sure whose side it was on. As if to calm their fears, Ezra stuck his head out and sat up on the flat surface of the tank, waving to them like a politician on a parade float.

      Suddenly, his smile faded. He turned to look behind him, his gaze lifting to the spot where we hovered. It seemed the broken windshield had affected our cloaking device in some way. Even if he couldn’t properly see us, it was apparent he could hear us. From the expression on his face, he definitely knew we were here. He disappeared back into the belly of the tank and closed the hefty metal lid behind him.

      The gun turrets swiveled around to face us.

      The first blast hurtled toward us, though I was relieved to see it was an ordinary projectile, the kind most Vysanthean ships used. Even so, it and the next few pounded toward us in rapid succession, every boom thundering in my ears, shaking the skeleton of the Fed vessel.

      We swerved away from the onslaught, the shots dissipating through the haze of the shield. As Navan took the weapons controls, firing back at Ezra and his tank, Bashrik maneuvered us farther away from danger. He put the Fed vessel between Ezra and the queens’ section of the base. At first, I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but then it became clear—Bashrik was a genius. The cloaking device still covered the majority of our ship, so when Ezra fired on us and we moved out of the way, it would look as though Ezra was firing on the queens instead.

      “Bashrik, you absolute beauty!” I whooped as he settled into position, facing our ship toward the barrel of the tank’s cannon.

      Angie glanced at me. “I think you mean lunatic.”

      “Indeed not, Miss Angie. I believe Bashrik is attempting to fool the queens into thinking that Ezra has broken the treaty,” Xiphio chimed in, an impressed expression on his face.

      She grimaced. “Has everyone been briefed on this except me, or are you all just freaking psychic?”

      “No way, this is winging it in its purest form,” I replied.

      A blast tore from Ezra’s cannon, releasing a fireball of bronze energy. It wasn’t the same as the crackling ball of bright light, but I had a feeling it was going to be just as nasty. Bashrik barrel-rolled our ship beneath the weapon while I clung to a chair for dear life. It soared past us, hitting one of Queen Gianne’s red-and-black striped ships with a thunderous boom. From the center of the bronze ball, smaller bronze balls emerged, their shape changing into scuttling creatures that hurried across the exterior of the ship, destroying the engines.

      “Now… we wait,” Bashrik said, smiling nervously.

      “Good job, Brother,” Navan commended him, though his eyes never left the weapons screen. His hands danced over the controls, keeping up the barrage of artillery against Ezra.

      It took barely five minutes for Queen Gianne’s soldiers to jump into action, their monarch evidently believing what we’d hoped she would—that Ezra had broken the ceasefire. Her infantry poured down the gangways of the royal fleet, heavily armed and ready for battle. Fighter vessels lifted from the ground, staying beneath the thrum of the nudus shield, where they wouldn’t lose sight of the enemy.

      The South Vysanthean army surged toward Ezra’s tank, while smaller rebel ships rallied to his aid, on seeing that all hell was about to break loose. Shortly afterward, the green-and-silver soldiers of Brisha’s army began to flood out of their ships, the North Vysanthean fighter ships taking off to join the battle against the rebels. With two queens in the fight, panic ensued, the blue-uniformed coldbloods and shifters running for weapons and, in some cases, hiding places. A blur appeared from behind one of the towers, a deft hand cutting down those rebels who tried to run for cover. Alfa was alive and well, though our reunion with him would have to wait. Right now, I wanted to ensure that the queens were focused on fighting Ezra, and nothing else.

      “We need to keep back,” I said, turning to Bashrik. “Stay as close to the alchemy lab as you can, without arousing any suspicion.”

      “You want to let them destroy each other?” Navan asked.

      I smiled uneasily. “If possible.”

      The rebels were completely overwhelmed, the queens’ attack taking them by surprise. Even though they’d likely been anticipating a retaliation once the ceasefire was over, it was evident that they weren’t prepared for this. I imagined Orion had assured them the queens would accept his proposal, or, at the very least, that they’d have the full three days to replenish and regroup their forces.

      Angie unclipped herself and hurried over to where I stood. “What a coward, sitting in his tank all cozy while everyone else gets blown to pieces,” she murmured. “With a gun that big, he must be compensating."

      I grinned, her joke making me feel less on edge. “At least he isn’t firing on us anymore.”

      Below, he was trying to fend off the advances of Queen Gianne’s forces, who seemed to be focusing their fire on him. The tank was sturdy and protected with some sort of defensive technology, but it wouldn’t last against an entire army’s wrath. The rest of her fleet had turned its attention toward the alchemy lab, ferocious blasts pummeling the outer walls until it began to crumble, vast flames licking upward. Queen Brisha’s ships joined in, the two sisters working, miraculously, as one. I didn’t envision their harmonious teamwork lasting, but it was useful to us right now.

      “The dome!” Xiphio called, unclipping himself and hurrying over to the broken windshield, where Angie and I were already standing. Together, the three of us stared up at the blue shield as it flickered.

      Patches appeared in the shield, great chunks of it losing power. My eyes turned to the roof of the alchemy lab, where the almost-liquid pillar of blue had been surging upward, just moments before, feeding the nudus shield. I couldn’t make out the figure holding the shield, through the shimmering miasma of white-hot projectiles, burning walls, and thick smoke, but I knew he was there. To the very last, he would hold that shield, just as he’d been instructed. Another blind follower of a hopeless cause.

      Now that we were closer to the alchemy lab, we had a better view of the queens’ forces. A missile rocketed from the end of a gun, heading straight for the rooftop. It hit its mark with a resounding crash of stone and metal. As the nudus shield flickered and died, I knew the boy had died too.

      “Orval,” I said sadly, remembering the sweet-faced, frightened rebel who’d been forced into taking the nudus from Stone. He’d been pure of heart—the nudus wouldn’t have picked him if he hadn’t been. Now, just like those aboard the Fed transporter, he was another tragic casualty in an endless list.

      “Watch out from above,” Navan warned.

      “Diverting power into cloaking and defense barriers,” Bashrik replied.

      Frowning, I looked up to see what they meant. Now that the nudus shield had vanished, the humans were seizing their opportunity. From their gunships and fighter jets, they bombed the rebels and the queens, not bothering to discern between the two. Weapons of chaos and destruction rained down on those below, while the queens’ vessels fired back as best they could. The rebels didn’t have the ships to spare, and they were too busy trying to fend off the queens’ fleets. It looked like the disappearance of the shield had taken everyone by surprise, leaving them vulnerable and exposed to fire from above.

      “Ezra is on the move!” I yelled, catching sight of the weaselly coldblood escaping from a secret hatch in the back of his tank. He sprinted across the ground, heading for the woods. If he’d been hiding a tank in that woodland, I wondered what else he was hiding… perhaps all the things he hadn’t wanted Orion to find out about.

      Yorrek’s notebook.

      “What, where?” Bashrik scanned the movement radar, but there were too many dots clustering the screen.

      “He’s heading for the woods!”

      “I’ve got eyes on him,” Navan said, sending a navigation image to Bashrik’s monitor.

      The Fed ship swooped low across the treetops as we tried to pick out Ezra beneath the canopy. It wasn’t easy; the boughs and dense leaves provided the perfect cover, especially from the skies. All we had to go by was a tiny dot on a screen moving steadily ahead of us.

      “For Rask’s sake,” Navan muttered, rubbing the back of his neck in exasperation.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “He’s got a ship down there.”

      A sleek rebel vessel burst from the trees, almost knocking us out of the way. Our ship swerved to avoid it, but the rebel ship didn’t even bother to pause and fire at us. It pressed on, heading for the skies. As it passed, I could see Ezra sitting at the helm, though I didn’t get a good look at his face. I hoped he was terrified. His rebel coup was going to the dogs, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      “Wait, he’s heading for space,” Navan said, gawping slightly. “He’s retreating!”

      Sure enough, the rebel ship had its nose pointed upward, the engines churning out vibrant jets of burning fuel as it soared ever higher. Evidently, he had a comms device on board, because as soon as he moved toward escaping the planet, a handful of rebel ships hurried after him, following him up toward the edge of Earth’s stratosphere and beyond. I could hardly believe what I was seeing… The rebels were running away.

      “That’s right, you evil sons of bitches, run for your lives! Let’s see those tails between your legs!” Angie whooped. “Sons of frostfangs, all of you!”

      Bashrik chuckled. “Nice to see you picking up the lingo.”

      “I would really rather we left the vulgarities to the rebels,” Xiphio said, his cheeks purple with embarrassment.

      “Not even an innocent mention of them being absolute waggleflappers?” I chimed in. Xiphio’s face became a mask of shock.

      “Miss Riley, I really would not have expected such filth to come out of your mouth. You’re a captain. You ought to be setting a good example.”

      I chuckled. “Stone would approve, and he’s a captain too.”

      “He is not a captain; he is a pirate captain. There is a difference.”

      “Hate to break up the good feeling, but the queens are turning on the humans,” Navan said reluctantly, gesturing toward the radar screen. We peered out of the broken windshield to see what he meant. Sure enough, now that most of the remaining rebel fleet had abandoned the base, the queens were focusing their attention on the human aircraft above them. Since the humans no longer had the elements of surprise or distraction, they were completely overwhelmed—their human jets and gunships, complete with shells and missiles, couldn’t do much against Vysanthean blasters and protective barriers.

      “Why don’t they just leave?” I hissed.

      Angie sighed. “What can we do to stop them?”

      “I have an idea,” Navan said, as his hands worked on the controls, bringing up a comms screen. He typed a message into a dialogue box, before sending it into the ether. Presumably, once received, the person on the other end could decide if they wanted to speak to us or not.

      The soundwaves ran in a flat line for what seemed like forever, until the sound of a familiar voice spiked it upward in a sharp rise.
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      “This had better not be who I think it is,” Brisha remarked, her voice distinctly unimpressed.

      “And if it happens to be us?” I replied, knowing she could cut the transmission at any time.

      “You better have a good reason for calling. As you can see, I am in the middle of a war and cannot afford to be distracted by disloyal defectors.”

      “Since you responded, we’ll take that as a good sign,” Navan pressed on. “The thing is, Ezra has escaped, and we think he’s got Yorrek’s notebook with him.”

      “How did he get his hands on that? I thought it had been lost in the wreckage of Nessun.” Now, we had her attention.

      “It’s a long story, and not one we really have time to get into right now,” I said apologetically. “We’ll tell you everything the next time we meet, face-to-face, but for now we need you to trust us.”

      She snorted. “Trust you?”

      “I know we haven’t exactly given you much reason to trust us, but we were loyal to you, as much as we could be. When I was kidnapped and taken to the South, the only reason we came back to the North was to try to warn you about the Titans,” I said, bending the truth slightly. It had been one of the reasons. “We wanted to help you, and we were always on your side.”

      “While I may not believe you, I will hear you out. What is it you want from me?”

      “If Ezra has escaped with Yorrek’s notebook, then it means he’s going to try to crack the elixir with it,” Navan explained. “We need you and your sister to chase after Ezra instead of trying to take control of Earth.”

      “There really isn’t that much here for you, and if it’s the blood you need, then I’ll volunteer it myself, just as I did when we first met,” I added.

      “You mean, you wish me to do your dirty work, as you do not have the numbers—and, in doing so, give you the liberation of your people?” She had seen right through us, but it didn’t matter. I knew the notebook would be enough to tempt her away.

      “It’s mostly the notebook. We don’t want it falling into the wrong hands,” I promised.

      “I see the ulterior motives in your request… but it is true that I cannot risk letting the notebook slip from my grasp. Nor can I risk Ezra discovering the secret of the elixir before me.” She paused. “Where is Orion, anyway? I thought he was the one running the show.”

      I took a breath. “Orion is dead.”

      An audible gasp rippled through the speakers. “Dead?”

      “Yes, Ezra betrayed him, which is all the more reason to go after him. I imagine he has taken a lot of Orion’s resources.”

      “It seems none of us can trust our advisors,” she mused, mirroring my own feelings on the matter. The only one who still remained in position at his leader’s side was Aurelius, who’d evidently managed to get out of the Jareth debacle unscathed. No doubt he’d wormed his way out of any suspicions, like the disgusting, slippery eel he was.

      “Will you go after him?” Navan asked.

      There was a brief pause. “I will, and I shall request that my sister join me. The two of us can fight out our differences once we’re back on home territory, with the notebook safely within our grasp. I have had quite enough of this rebel scum.”

      With that, the transmission ended, leaving me to breathe a sigh of relief as I looked around at the others. They were smiling, and a sudden air of calm had descended. It was short-lived, however. Even as we gathered by the open window, five minutes later, and watched the queens’ ships leave to chase after Ezra and his cronies, I couldn’t quite relax into a feeling of victory. The humans tried to attack the queens’ fleets as they left, but they could only reach so far into the atmosphere before they were forced to give up. Soon enough, though cloaked, we were the only alien ship left in the air.

      “What do we do when they get their hands on the notebook?” Bashrik asked, his tone revealing his own doubt where our triumph was concerned.

      “We gather the Fed forces and we take it back, before they can do anything with it,” I said firmly. “At least, this way, we don’t have to worry about Earth anymore. Once they realize they’ve been abandoned, the rebels will leave of their own accord, or they’ll surrender to the Fed.” I just wished I could be more convinced by my own words. I wanted Earth to be safe so badly, but I knew there were no assurances.

      “A very wise idea, to buy us some time,” Xiphio commended me. He was the only one whose optimism I believed.

      “Incoming call,” Navan said, interrupting my miserable reverie.

      “This is Agent Phocida calling Captain Idrax, do you copy?”

      I went to the controls and sat down in Navan’s lap. His arms encircled my waist as I replied. “This is Captain Idrax. Go ahead.” I wasn’t looking forward to this conversation, but I knew Navan’s presence, and his arms around me, would get me through it.

      “We have been attempting to reach the convoy, after nobody returned from the mission with Commander Mahlo. During the exchange, we had our watchers—hidden amongst the human aircraft—retreat,” she explained. “We’ve been tracking activity around the rebel base since the dome came down, but we are at a loss as to what is going on.”

      I took a deep breath, feeling my throat tighten. “Orion is dead. Commander Mahlo is dead. Everyone you sent with us is dead, aside from those on my ship. It was a trap, just as we warned it would be,” I said coldly. “Ezra didn’t care about getting Orion back. He’d already killed the prisoners—all those agents and humans. They’re all dead.”

      Agent Phocida fell silent for a few moments. “I’m—”

      “Don’t tell me you’re sorry, Agent Phocida. You, and everyone else in that meeting room, had a responsibility to stop this, and you didn’t,” I shot back, interrupting her. “Now, Ezra has escaped, and we think he’s taken off with the one item that can help him break the code of the immortality elixir. The queens are leaving, too, because I’ve asked them to chase after Ezra and get the notebook from him. It’s postponing an inevitable fight with the queens of Vysanthe, but we needed to buy more time, and this was the only way.”

      “I hate to be the bearer of more bad news, Captain Idrax, but the ships of the Vysanthean queens are not all moving in the same direction,” she warned.

      “What do you mean?” Navan snapped.

      “Our radars have been watching the queens’ fleets closely. They’ve moved across Earth, pausing very briefly, before shooting off into space. The majority are headed for Vysanthe, though a few have gone in another direction—presumably, these are the only forces who have given chase and are attempting to go after Ezra, as you asked them to.”

      I almost swore out loud. “What colors are the ships going to Vysanthe?”

      “Red and black.”

      “Gianne, you mother—” Angie hissed, but I cut her off sharply.

      “If they paused across the Earth’s surface, even for a few seconds, then we can assume they’ve abducted human subjects for their immortality elixir experiments.”

      Agent Phocida made a sound of agreement. “I was just getting to that. There have been reports on your Earthen news of abductions taking place.”

      “These coldblood bitches are really starting to boil my piss!” Angie snapped, sharing my sentiments exactly. If they’d taken humans, I knew it would only end in more failed trials and certain death for the people they’d stolen.

      “I really am sorry about Commander Mahlo and the others,” Agent Phocida said softly. “Please, return to Lunar HQ so that we might debrief and discuss where to go from here. If you believe that one of the queens has gone after Ezra, then we may be able to track her ship and intercept her, once she has destroyed Ezra’s escapees.”

      “What are their names?” I asked.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Those agents that you sent to their deaths with your stupid ‘majority vote’ on a ridiculous deal—what are their names?”

      She cleared her throat. “You’re evidently dealing with a large amount of grief. We may discuss this further upon your return.” A click signaled she’d ended the transmission.

      Coward, I thought, just as Angie said it aloud.

      “Shall I chart a course for the headquarters?” Bashrik asked nervously.

      “What, so we can tell that scaly old coot what a prize idiot she’s been?” Angie muttered. “No offense, Xiphio.”

      The merevin blushed. “None taken, Miss Angie. Agent Phocida is… particularly scaly, in both mind and body.” It was the closest thing to an insult that he could muster, and I felt an odd swell of pride.

      “Now you’re getting it!” Angie whooped.

      I smiled sadly. “Yes, Bash, set a course for Lunar HQ. We might as well do our mud-slinging face-to-face, right? It might be good to vent some frustrations.”

      “I’ll be front of the line,” Angie quipped.

      I shook my head. “No way, you’ll have to wait behind me.”

      “I’d like to give her a piece of my mind,” Navan added, rubbing my back as the ship rose toward Earth’s stratosphere.

      “Wait, what are we going to do about the broken window?” I asked in alarm. It wasn’t like we could enter the vacuum of space with it gaping open.

      Bashrik grinned proudly. “Nothing to worry about there. I’ve redirected some of the ship’s power to reinforce the defensive measures, forging a protective barrier over the opening. It works sort of like a gel, keeping the windshield airtight until we reach headquarters.”

      “You really are a genius,” I said, relaxing.

      “You have no idea! You should see what he can do in the—” Angie never got to finish her sentence, as something hurtled into the side of the ship, knocking it sideways through the air. We’d barely reached the outer edges of Earth’s atmosphere, but it looked like someone had been lying in wait for us. It was definitely a ship, though I couldn’t make it out with the naked eye, due to some invisibility shield.

      “What is it?” I asked, holding my stomach where it had hit the front of the control panel.

      Navan scanned the radar. “It’s small, and it’s close. I think it’s going to try to hit us again.”

      “I’ll try to lose it,” Bashrik said, working on the controls.

      We had no idea to whom the ship belonged, but it seemed weird that a ship so small would be lurking on the outer rim of Earth, waiting for us. It wasn’t as though they could defeat us in something so tiny, so what were they up to?

      “Bash, get us out of here!” Navan barked. I knew immediately that something was wrong.

      “I can’t!” Bashrik shouted back.

      “What do you mean, you can’t?”

      “I mean, nothing is working! Everything’s jammed.”

      I looked through the windshield at the expanse of space beyond, trying to make out the ship that beeped on the radar. Our vessel jolted suddenly, the metal hull creaking as a force tugged on the ship, dragging it toward the beeping disc of the attacker. It felt like a strong magnetic pull, which we couldn’t escape from. I’d never seen this kind of technology before, and, judging by everyone else’s faces, neither had they.

      Two minutes later, our ship connected with solid metal, the barrier around the other vessel disappearing now that we were up close and personal. A hiss of mechanics wheezed as their airlock linked with ours. I held my breath. Did this mean they were going to board us?

      “This is a message for Riley and Navan. You are to come aboard my ship, alone, or I’ll kill you all.” A familiar voice crackled through the hijacked comms. “The membrane across your windshield will not last much longer. If you want your friends to live, do as I say.”
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      “Can he hear us over this thing?” I whispered, pointing at the comms system.

      Bashrik shook his head. “He’s transmitting in. We have to send a transmission out if we want to reply.”

      “I’m waiting!” the voice remarked. There was something so familiar about it, but something was throwing off my memory, making it impossible to place the speaker.

      “Well, you can keep waiting for all I care,” Angie muttered. “The two of you aren’t boarding that ship. I don’t give a damn what he does about our… membrane.”

      “You’ll care when we all get sucked out into space,” Bashrik replied, though not unkindly.

      “Bashrik is correct. If you do not go, then he’ll kill everyone on board,” Xiphio added, with a worried grimace.

      Navan was oddly silent.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” I said, gazing into his eyes. “Whoever he is, he only wants me and you. The trouble is, can we trust that he won’t just kill everyone anyway, once he has us where he wants us?”

      “You don’t recognize that voice?” he replied.

      “I’ve been trying to place it…”

      “That’s Aurelius. I’d know that snake anywhere.”

      My eyes went wide in surprise as realization dawned. “It is Aurelius! Why would he want us to come on board his ship? Do you think Gianne sent him?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her. We’ve caused her enough trouble, and she’s probably still itching for vengeance against my father.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      “If you keep me waiting a moment longer, I shall blast you out of the sky!” Aurelius snapped, his voice crackling through the speakers. We needed to hurry up and make a decision before he made it for us.

      “You know you can’t trust him, right?” Bashrik said, as our group huddled around the controls.

      “That goes without saying,” I muttered.

      “But if you stay here and do not abide by his wishes, he’ll ensure an agonizing death in the depths of space.” Xiphio looked more panicked than any of us. “I don’t wish you to put yourselves in harm’s way, but we really are in quite the predicament here. Can we inform the Fed—would they be able to get here in time?”

      “If you’re seeking to buy time for yourselves, your actions are fruitless. I have jammed your comms systems. The only channel you may respond to is mine,” Aurelius’s voice chimed through, as though he could hear every word we were saying. I flashed a dubious look at Bashrik, who shrugged.

      “Honestly, he can’t hear us.”

      “If we can’t call for backup, and we’re vulnerable without our windshield, then we only have one option left,” Navan said solemnly. “We go in, heavily armed, and see what the bastard wants.”

      “And maybe kill him, if you get close enough?” Angie whispered eagerly. “I don’t know the creep personally, but after everything you’ve told me, the dude probably deserves a knife to the throat.”

      I smiled at her enthusiasm, my own desire for revenge burning brightly. “I agree. We get in, see what he wants, and punish him for everything he’s done to Seraphina. After all his years of whispering in ears, maybe it’s time someone silenced him.”

      I was shocked to hear myself speaking like that. These kinds of thoughts seemed to be coming to me more frequently these days, even after the promise I’d made to myself, to atone for the bad things I’d done. Perhaps this would be my last violent act—a full circle of death that paid him back for what he’d done to Seraphina. I didn’t know what had gone on between them, since the marriage, but I could imagine… and even that fragment of understanding horrified me.

      “Are you sure about this?” Bashrik asked urgently.

      Navan and I exchanged a look before nodding in unison. “It might be another trap, and he might turn around and betray our trust, like always, but what choice do we have?” I replied.

      “We’re used to dealing with traps,” Navan said firmly.

      “I guess it’ll buy us time to find a way to disconnect from Aurelius’s ship,” Bashrik mused, though he didn’t look happy about it. “There’s got to be some way to release the magnetic pull he has on us. If you can keep him talking, I can find a way to get us out of here.”

      “Better still, perhaps you might steal his ship once you have… done away with him?” Xiphio suggested.

      Bashrik flashed him a smile. “Good thinking. What he said.”

      “Bash, open up the comms line. We’ve got a message to deliver,” Navan said. Bashrik did as he asked, and the comms line flickered on the screen. “Aurelius, we’re coming aboard, on the proviso that you assure the safety of our crew. If you touch so much as a single bolt on this vessel, there’ll be hell to pay.”

      “So, you figured me out, did you?” There was a snicker of laughter. “I will assure the safety of your crew. Now, hurry up. You have wasted enough of my time as it is.”

      I had a feeling he wasn’t just talking about today.

      As Bashrik cut the transmission, Navan and I hurried to the weapons room of the Fed ship. I took six sheathed knives and hid them around my person, stuffing them into my boots, into my waistband, and down the front bridge of my bra. I took a pistol, too, shoving that down the back of my pants. Navan strapped some of the same knives across his chest, spinning the belt around so that the handles stuck up under his broken wing.

      “Ready?” Navan asked, shifting the handle of a stray knife sticking out of my belt.

      I nodded. “I can’t wait to give that creep a piece of my mind.”

      We hurried back through the ship and stopped in front of the airlock. Xiphio and Angie were waiting for us, though Bashrik had stayed by the controls, trying to figure out a way to break the ship free of the magnetic pull. With a punch of the buttons, Xiphio opened the interior door, and we stepped through. He waited until we were on the far side before bringing down the hatch, his and Angie’s eyes staring at us anxiously through the glass.

      A shadow appeared on the opposite side of the exterior door. I could hear the faint beep of buttons being pressed, then the other ship’s door opened, bringing ours up with it. The newly scarred face of Aurelius met us with a sour expression. Evidently, he had mixed feelings about seeing us again. I imagined Gianne had instructed him to play nice. The torture would come later.

      “So glad you could join me,” he said, with forced cordiality. “Please, come this way.”

      “We’d rather talk here, if it’s all the same to you,” Navan replied tersely, as both of us stepped through into the echoing interior of the enemy ship. We stayed close to the door of the airlock so we could make a run for it if needed.

      He seemed to understand what we were doing. “You needn’t fear me. I mean you no harm. I only wish to offer you some refreshment,” he said, though it clearly pained him to say those words. Everything about the situation was entirely bizarre to my fraught mind.

      I frowned at him, feeling the dig of the sheathed blades hidden about my person. “What’s the deal here, Aurelius? Why are you trying so hard to be civil, when we know you despise us, and you know that the feeling is definitely mutual?”

      He sighed. “I have been instructed not to lay a finger on either of you. Moreover, I have been instructed to arrive here without harming your ship, your crew, or anything to do with you. As you can see, I have no guards with me. I am alone on this vessel, for the sole purpose of proving to you that I do not wish to hurt you in any way.”

      “Has Gianne sent you?” Navan asked.

      Aurelius smiled. “My valiant leader has a purpose for the pair of you, which shall become clear in due course. All you need to know is that you are safe in my hands, and that the remainder of your crew shall be safe, also.”

      As I stared hard at his face, it was impossible to read anything in his expression. It shifted with the usual mix of disgust, amusement, and loathing, but there was something else in there too… He looked smug, as though he had a secret. I knew, from experience, that Aurelius was at his most dangerous when he thought victory was on the horizon. Did he know something about Gianne that we didn’t?

      “Look, how about we stop messing around, and you just tell us what you want?” Navan barked impatiently.

      Aurelius tilted his head in a weird nod. “It is not about what I want, necessarily, but more about what may serve you best. The truth is, I am offering you a choice.”

      “A choice?” I hadn’t expected that.

      “I can ensure that coldbloods—rebel and otherwise—never set another foot on Earth again. This is within my power, I promise you that,” he said, his rheumy gaze never leaving mine. “In exchange for this generous gift, I need both of you to come with me. As a gesture of goodwill, I will even permit your crew to live. I will release them, where they may return to whatever Fed rock you all crept out of.”

      “You realize we can’t believe a word you say, don’t you?” I said pointedly, glancing at Navan out of the corner of my eye. He was reaching behind his back for the blades he’d hidden there, and I was about to do the same.

      Aurelius sighed again. “Can’t we just let bygones be bygones?”

      “Afraid not!” I shouted, ducking low as I pulled two knives out of my waistband and hurled them at Aurelius. One blade skimmed his cheek, where a deep welt opened, his blackish blood trickling down into his mouth.

      Aurelius staggered back, his hand flying to his cheek. “You vile wretches!” he roared, dodging to the side as a knife flew from Navan’s hand, narrowly missing the wormy coldblood’s neck. He moved farther back into the belly of the ship, seeking cover behind a metal pillar.

      “Detach the ship!” I shouted to Navan. “Leave him to me!”

      Navan nodded, sprinting down the hallway toward the cockpit of the vessel, while I stood my ground against Aurelius. The airlock door had already closed behind us, blocking our way back, but we could steal his ship, just as Xiphio had suggested. Dispensing with the knives, I took the pistol out of my waistband and fired at the pillar, wanting to keep him trapped behind it until the Fed ship had been released.

      “You didn’t think I’d planned for this?” he screeched, his words sending a shiver of fear up my spine. A gun appeared in his hands, the barrel facing straight at me, forcing me to dive behind a stack of crates. From around the corner of the boxes, I tried to get a better look at what he was doing, but he was tucked into the side. The only things I could make out were his hands—one holding the gun, the other fiddling with a device he held on his lap.

      I’d just stood to investigate further when a sudden jerk of the ship jolted me forward, making me stumble to the ground. Through the airlock glass, I saw the Fed ship drifting away. At least the other three could escape unharmed.

      “Riley!” Angie’s panicked voice crackled through my comms device.

      “We set you loose. We’re just dealing with something,” I said back, while firing down on Aurelius, who tucked farther into the side of the ship, returning fire with his gun.

      “No, Riley, it’s not that. You’re moving away from us really fast!” Angie replied. “What’s going on? Why are you flying away from us so quickly?”

      I looked to see what she meant. Sure enough, the little vessel was shooting away from the Fed ship with unexpected force, zipping through the darkness of space. Already, my friends were shrinking through the airlock window.

      “We’re coming after you!” Angie squeaked. “Just hold on—we’re coming after you!”

      I flashed a look toward Aurelius, who was still hidden from view. Two choices lay ahead of me: I could let my friends chase after us, on a risky venture that might lead to everyone’s deaths, especially with the windshield covered only by a protective membrane. Or, Navan and I could try to deal with this ourselves and keep the collateral damage to a minimum. Actually, it wasn’t really a choice at all. It was all too obvious what I had to do.

      Grimacing, I pressed down on the transmitter. “No, Angie, with the windshield it’s too risky. Don’t follow us. Get back to Fed HQ!” I said desperately, knowing they’d do anything to defend us. “Earth needs you more than we do, right now. Keep her protected, keep her safe, and we’ll come back to you as soon as we figure out what Aurelius is up to. I promise, Ange. I promise we’ll come back.”

      “Riley, no! We’re coming for you!” I could hear other voices in the background. “What are you talking about, Bash? Of course we have to go after them!”

      “Ange, listen to him. You’re in no state to follow us anywhere. I swear I’ll make it back to you. I swear I’ll make it back to all of you. Navan will, too.” I gasped in a lungful of air. “I’m so sorry… Go back without us, tell them what happened. Keep Earth safe, okay?”

      “Riley… Riley, we can’t leave you out there! Stop telling me to calm down, Xiphio! We have to go after them. Why am I the only one talking any sense here? We have to—they’re our friends!” Her voice was fading more the farther away we got. Evidently, whatever Aurelius was doing, he was controlling the ship remotely, taking us farther and farther away from the Fed vessel… and safety.

      I sighed, feeling tears prickle. “We have to go now, Ange. I’m sorry.”

      “NO!”

      “Goodbye, okay? I’ll see you again soon, I promise you.”

      “Riley, NO! Don’t you dare!”

      My voice caught in my throat. “I love you, Ange. I love all of you.”

      “Riley… I love you… Don’t go… Just hang on!”

      “Listen to the others. It’s for the best. Goodbye… I’m sorry.” I shut off the transmission, unable to bear the sound of her broken voice. Besides, I still had Aurelius to deal with. If we could commandeer his ship and take the controls out of his hands, then we could get back to our friends in no time. Yes, the vessel was shooting away at an alarming speed, and the Fed ship was no longer visible, but that kind of distance wouldn’t take long to retrace.

      Scrambling to my feet, I sprinted for the cockpit, knowing there would be strength in numbers. Aurelius was the only one on board this ship. If the two of us couldn’t take him down together, then we didn’t deserve to be soldiers.

      As soon as I entered the room, I knew something was wrong. Navan was standing at the controls, but he wasn’t moving. I edged closer to him, wondering what the hell was going on, when it all became clear. This was a trap within a trap. Aurelius had known what we would do, and where we would go, and he had plotted it all out to perfection. Navan’s hands were frozen to the control panel, and a shimmering silver sheen was slithering up his arms and across his neck, moving up over his chin to cover his mouth, so he couldn’t have called out a warning to me. Whatever the shimmering light was, it had frozen him in place, rendering him immobile. The controls themselves weren’t even real, I noticed, dipping my head closer to inspect the monitors. They were just a bunch of flashing lights and images, designed to look like a working panel.

      “Navan, I—” I reached out to touch him, but his eyes went wide in fear. The shimmering sheen flicked out a tongue of silver, attempting to draw me into its immobilizing barrier. I staggered back, out of its way, turning in time to see the cockpit hatch slide down with a mechanical thud.

      Aurelius peered through the rectangular window, a pleased look on his face.

      “Let us out of here!” I roared, throwing myself at the cockpit door and slamming my fists against the reinforced window.

      He stared at me calmly, before walking over to a bench in the hallway beyond the cockpit. From his robe, he retrieved a book of some kind, opening it out onto his lap as he leaned back in an infuriatingly relaxed manner. He didn’t even bother to look at me glaring at him through the window. In the dim light of the corridor, I saw the familiar leather of the book’s cover. Aurelius wasn’t just reading any old book… He had Yorrek’s notebook.
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      I paced the floor of the fake cockpit as Aurelius’s ship rocketed through space. We’d gone way past the familiar planets of my solar system, leaving Earth far behind. I’d done it again—found myself on a ship leaving Earth, headed for who knows where, under the instruction of coldbloods.

      The shimmering barrier of light around Navan kept reaching for me whenever I got too close, as though it were sentient. I hated that Aurelius was sitting out there in the hallway with a smirk on his face, reading through Yorrek’s notebook. More than anything, I hated that he’d done this to Navan, so neither of us could speak to one another. Presumably, that was the point.

      “You know he’s sitting out there, right this minute, reading Yorrek’s notebook?” I said aloud, wanting to at least fill Navan in on what was happening. He couldn’t respond, but it wouldn’t stop me from talking to him.

      Navan frowned in confusion.

      “Yeah, he’s got it. How he has it, I’ve got no idea,” I muttered. “Ezra was the last person to have it, so Gianne or Aurelius must have stolen it. Although, if that’s the case, surely he’d have taken Ezra as a prisoner.” It was hard musing out loud, with no one responding.

      Navan gave his head a tiny shake.

      “You don’t think Aurelius intercepted Ezra?”

      He shook his head again.

      “You think it’s Gianne?”

      He tilted his head from side to side.

      “Or do you think it’s more likely that Ezra gave the book to him?”

      He shrugged, leaving us both back at square one.

      Feeling sad at the thought of Earth, and what she might endure while I was gone, I moved closer to the boobytrapped control panel. I sat on the floor, scooting as close as I dared. I just wanted to be close to Navan, but that shimmering silver light was making it impossible. Part of me wondered if I should just put my arms around him and get frozen in his embrace, but I thought of what we might face on the other end of this journey. One of us was going to have to have their limbs free to fight, and I guessed that fell to me. I still had several knives tucked about my person, and the pistol, too. No matter what came at us, I’d take them on.

      After what felt like forever, my mind slowly going mad with nobody to talk to, the ship jolted violently. It was a familiar sensation—we’d connected with another vessel. I jumped to my feet and hurried to the exterior window, trying to see what kind of ship we’d linked up to, but whatever it was, it was cloaked. Annoyed, I strode back across the room and took out the pistol, positioning myself by the control panel, standing between the cockpit door and Navan.

      I braced myself for a fight. Come at me, you bastards.

      Five minutes later, I heard heavy boots in the corridor beyond the cockpit door. Through the small, rectangular window I saw vague shapes approaching, their faces getting clearer as they neared. Aurelius was leading the troop, that smug smile still plastered across his scarred face. Oh, how I wanted to punch it off.

      The hatch slid up. Aurelius stood in the doorway with the brazen confidence of a man who knew his victims were outnumbered and outgunned. Guards with half-masked faces, dressed all in dark gray, flanked him. My finger trembled on the gun’s trigger. It seemed my body knew before my mind that I couldn’t win this fight.

      If you’ve got to die today, you might as well go down fighting, right? I thought to myself, but a lingering doubt remained. Maybe today wasn’t the day I died, but if I pulled the trigger and opened fire on these soldiers, I was pretty sure it would be.

      “Riley, there is no need for such violence, is there?” Aurelius purred. “Why waste perfectly good ammunition?”

      “I wouldn’t say my ammunition would be wasted,” I said coldly. A flicker of fear passed across his face.

      “Empty threats, my dear girl, empty threats.” He cleared his throat. “Now, would you like to make the walk to the main ship while conscious or unconscious?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, standing my ground. “What main ship? Is it Gianne’s?”

      “All will be revealed once you are on board. Now, I repeat, would you like to make the walk while conscious or unconscious? I might even let you walk freely if you promise to behave.” A smile of cold amusement turned up the corners of his lips.

      With a reluctant sigh, I held my hands up in surrender, pointing the gun at the ceiling. The guards swarmed me immediately, taking the pistol away and patting me down. To my annoyance, they found all the knives, removing each one and throwing them all across the room. Meanwhile, Aurelius stepped forward and released Navan from the grips of his shimmering trap.

      Navan gasped in a lungful of air, shaking out the stiffness in his muscles, which had been held in one place for hours. I tried to reach him, but the guards pulled me back.

      “I thought you said we could walk freely. I wouldn’t call this free,” I hissed at Aurelius, who turned with an amused look on his face.

      “Release her,” he instructed. I shoved past the intrusive soldiers to reach Navan, feeling his arms slip around me like a safety net, pulling me close.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you,” he whispered. It was so good to hear his voice again; I just wished the circumstances could’ve been happier.

      I kissed him gently on the lips, lowering my voice so only he could hear. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for. He tricked us, like we knew he would. We underestimated him, that’s all. It’s not a mistake we’ll make again.”

      “What is that thing, anyway?” Navan asked Aurelius, gesturing down at the control panel that had ensnared him.

      Aurelius flashed a dark grin. “Let’s call it… experimental technology. I do so love it when a trial run goes smoothly, don’t you? Now, enough chattering. Follow me.”

      In stubborn silence, we followed him through the hallway of the small ship, surrounded by guards, before reaching the same airlock door we’d come through from our vessel. I pictured Angie’s and Xiphio’s faces staring at us through the opposite window, only there was no one standing there. An umbilical tunnel had been connected between this airlock and the one belonging to the other ship. With the vessel cloaked, it looked weird, just a gaping hole in the side of nothingness. Judging by the door alone, I guessed the other ship was massive.

      With both doorways open, we made our way through the connecting tunnel, into the waiting ship. It was colder between the vessels, and my teeth started chattering immediately. As soon as I entered the other side, however, a blast of heat hit me in the face—I knew this was no ordinary vessel. The ceilings were cavernous, and corridors branched off in every direction. Ahead of us stood an elevator with at least thirty buttons on the side. The thrum of machinery clanked and clanged through the ducts above and below us.

      “Are we on a space station?” I whispered.

      Navan nodded. “I think so, though it’s rare to see a station cloaked like this. It takes an enormous amount of energy to cloak something this size.”

      A shudder of realization pulsed through me. “The rebel base—that was huge, but they managed to cloak it. Do you think that means… No, Gianne and Brisha have that kind of technology too, right?”

      “It’s possible.”

      Aurelius and his guards pushed us on through several hallways, their boots thudding on the metal walkways. The heat was overwhelming, sweat beading on my forehead and trickling down my spine as we made a never-ending series of twists and turns through the vast network of corridors. Open pipes and cables ran over our heads, evidently connecting to some enormous generator that was responsible for the sweltering heat. It reminded me of the inside of an oil rig, or the engine room of a huge tanker, the mechanical buzz going on forever.

      At last, we came to a halt in front of a seemingly innocuous door. Aurelius had two guards escort us through the metal doorway, which had one circular window in the center, though anything we could’ve seen through it was covered by an interior curtain of black velvet. The reason became clear as we were pushed into the room beyond. It was an auditorium, with raked seating and a curving balcony that peered over onto a stage. There was more seating below us, like stalls, under the lip of the balcony. Every single chair in those stalls was filled, with fierce lights silhouetting the backs of countless spectators’ heads. In our tiered circle, the seats were empty. Aurelius seemed eager for us to hang back in the shadows, where the speaker and his audience couldn’t see us.

      “Chief Orion’s death must not be in vain!” a familiar voice roared, the spotlight blazing down on his face. Ezra stood at the front of the stage. My stomach twisted.

      Aurelius and Ezra had banded together—a match made in hell.

      “The Fed killed him and betrayed our trust,” Ezra continued. “We were supposed to be making a fair exchange, our leader for their prisoners, and they shot him down in front of my very eyes. They never intended to uphold their end of the bargain. They’re liars and deceivers, and we can’t live in fear of them!”

      My cheeks burned with anger at his blatant lies. He was the one who’d deliberately killed Orion, using that hideous bomb. Now, I understood why he’d come in such a small ship, with barely anyone on board. It meant there were very few witnesses to the truth of his crime. I imagined those few who had seen what really happened were too frightened to speak out. Either that, or he’d already done away with them.

      “We’ve got to fight back against them. We’ve got to make them pay for what they did to our almighty leader, when all we wanted was a fair exchange,” Ezra shouted.

      Get out the tiny violins, I thought bitterly, despising every moment of his “rousing” speech. There was nothing as pathetic as a self-serving liar trying to gain a vote of confidence. Evidently, this whole charade was intended to gain followers without inciting even more rebel factions to break off. If they knew what he’d really done, they’d start a mutiny, baying for his blood for openly murdering their beloved leader.

      “We’ve got to push forward with our mission, to achieve the vision that Orion had for us. We need to band together and achieve a united Vysanthe, no matter what it takes!” Ezra bellowed. “The Fed took the rulebook off the table when they betrayed us, when they broke their word on our exchange, and now we’ve got to take what we want, by whatever means necessary!”

      A chant rippled through the crowd below, quiet at first but gaining volume. “Chief Ezra! Chief Ezra! Chief Ezra!”

      “We’re making successful steps toward a working immortality elixir as we speak. Soon enough, death and decay will be a thing of our past. We’ll show these filthy frostfangs what a real rebel army looks like—one that isn’t afraid of death or injury. One that can swallow up entire galaxies and spit them out, taking what we want for our race, our species, our people. With the elixir, we’ll be unstoppable!”

      The chant grew louder. “CHIEF EZRA! CHIEF EZRA! CHIEF EZRA!”

      I glowered at Aurelius, who looked smugger than ever. “You lying—”

      “Now, now, let us not begin with the name-calling,” he cut me off. “I simply wanted you to get a taste of the cause you are aiding. Isn’t it glorious? Can’t you feel the euphoria of a vibrant future, bristling in the air?”

      “I think you’ve been drinking too much of the Kool-Aid, you weaselly little scumbag!” I snapped. “If you think we’ll ever join forces with the rebels, after everything you’ve done to us, to my planet, to Vysanthe… you’re even more clueless than I thought.”

      Aurelius chuckled. “We do not require you to fight for us. We have plenty of soldiers, as you can see.”

      “Then what do you want us for?” Navan shot back.

      “Goodness me, you are an impatient pair.” He sighed, savoring the moment of torment. “All will be revealed, as I have said.”

      His voice carried a thrilled, ominous note that I didn’t like one bit. If he didn’t want us as soldiers, then why were we here? I shivered, thinking of the hooked humans being carried through the factory part of the alchemy lab like slabs of meat in a slaughterhouse. Was that what we were destined for? Or did they want to use us as test subjects for their elixir? It would be the perfect revenge, I supposed, if we ended up helping to unlock the code that would make them immortal.

      “Why Ezra?” I asked suddenly.

      Aurelius frowned. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “I can understand you wanting to stage a coup against Gianne, because she was killing people left and right, and your head would’ve been next on the chopping block… but why Ezra?” I pressed. “Why would you agree to serve a defector like him, with no power, no throne, no place on Vysanthe?”

      Aurelius scowled, puffing out his meager chest. “I do not serve Ezra,” he spat, offended. “The two of us are equals. He does not look down on me, and he does not expect me to bow and scrape. We seek the same goal of seizing galaxies, under the banner of a united Vysanthe, and are bound together in that.”

      “Why aren’t you the one making the speech, then?” Navan mused.

      Aurelius shot him a look that might have terrified a weaker man. It looked like he wanted to hurt Navan, but, presumably for the same reason he hadn’t laid a finger on us earlier, he didn’t rise to the bait.

      “We split our responsibilities. Currently, I have the more vital role of managing the pair of you,” he said, after taking a calming breath. “Besides, there has to be a brain and a brawn in every outfit. I am the former; he is the latter. Trust me, it is working far more smoothly than you could ever imagine. Just look at what we have already achieved, thanks to my flawless plotting.”

      “If you’re here, and you’re siding with Ezra, does that mean Queen Gianne is dead?” I asked, puzzled. How he’d managed to escape her remained a mystery, though it seemed he was wilier than we’d given him credit for.

      A flicker of embarrassment crossed Aurelius’s face. “That good-for-nothing daughter of a frostfang is surprisingly resistant to every type of poison. She has her father’s constitution, it would appear,” he murmured. “Though, I got him in the end.”

      I gaped at him, wondering if he was just showboating to try to scare us. Had he really been the one to kill the former king of Vysanthe? If that were the case, then Aurelius had been the cause of all this. He’d caused the war, the aftermath, the rebellion, the resumption of the fighting, Gianne’s madness… all of it. Navan was oddly silent, as though contemplating what Aurelius had just said.

      “When did you run from Gianne, then?” I asked, knowing he’d likely never give us a straight answer on the subject of regicide.

      “I did not run from her,” Aurelius muttered, his tone exasperated. “I merely decided to switch my alliance to someone better suited to my needs.”

      Navan chuckled coldly. “You seem to do that a lot.”

      “One cannot blindly follow an insane ruler,” Aurelius fired back. “I would much rather be a rebel equal than a lowly slave.”

      “Yeah, but how did the two of you even meet? You were nowhere near each other,” I said.

      “A serendipitous capture of one of Orion’s spies led to a deal between Ezra and myself,” Aurelius replied proudly. “It became clear that we shared the same values and the same idea for Vysanthe’s future. A civilized society cannot continue with a monarch at the helm. By all means, have them as a figurehead, but do not permit them power. The leaders of a nation must be of the people, as myself and Ezra are. A leader cannot be too weak, either, as Orion was.”

      “So, you saw an opportunity to gain power for yourself and jumped on it?” Navan muttered.

      My eyes widened as realization dawned. “Wait, you were going to kill Gianne and blame it on someone else, weren’t you? What, were you supposed to knock her off while Ezra murdered Orion?” I saw a guilty look pass across his features. “What happened—did she get away from you?”

      “She is irrelevant now,” Aurelius hissed. “She can take her humans away and try all she likes to get the elixir to work, but she will not succeed. She does not have what we have.”

      “The notebook?”

      He smiled. “Amongst other things.”

      “So, you failed, and she escaped?” Navan taunted him.

      “I have already told you, she is irrelevant!” He was getting angry now.

      I stared at him silently, inspecting the silvery line of the new scar that cut across his eye. He didn’t seem like the kind of cowardly snake who’d get involved in fighting, so how had he ended up with it? I pushed the thought away, and my gaze flickered back toward the stage, where Ezra was bathing in the chants of his underlings. He and Aurelius seemed like the unlikeliest of alliances, but then again, so had Jareth and Aurelius. In fact, it seemed like all three of them were the same kind of coldblood at heart: self-serving and ruthless in their pursuit of power.

      Suddenly, from the stage, Ezra’s eyes locked with mine in a long, hard stare. A smirk curled up the corners of his lips, and written upon them was one single word: victory.
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      Aurelius and his guards led us away from the auditorium, marching us down another set of identical corridors. The thrum of the generators rattled in my ears. He ushered us into a clinical-looking unit that branched off from one of the main hallways. We pressed on through several sets of double doors, and down a long, sterile corridor, until we reached a grim metal door—windowless and thick, with a security panel on the side.

      The panel scanned Aurelius’s eyeball before the door opened with a heavy grind of metal on metal, the scrape of several mechanical locks sending a worried shiver up my spine. Without warning, the guards shoved us both forward, sending us sprawling into the room beyond as the door slammed shut behind us. The scrape of the locks closing into place made my stomach turn, my heart thundering in my chest.

      Navan helped me up, the pair of us looking around in shock at our new surroundings. I’d been expecting a dingy cell of some kind, but this was a large, white bedroom—not a prison, per se, but not exactly homey, either. It looked clean and clinical, with plain walls, plain floors, plain bedding, everything pristine, reminding me of a swanky penthouse with minimalist décor… or a modern mental health facility. I’d always thought the two things were separated only by the presence of medical equipment and screams.

      There were porthole windows, to my surprise, but they looked out onto the emptiness of space. Even if we’d wanted to break them and escape, we wouldn’t have been able to. I supposed they might be useful if we wanted to… escape, in a different way, but that didn’t bear thinking about. We definitely weren’t at that point yet.

      “What the hell is this?” Navan muttered, putting a protective arm around me.

      “I don’t know… a test facility, maybe?”

      He mumbled into my hair. “That’s what I was thinking. If they aren’t going to force us to fight, then it stands to reason that they’d want to use our blood, to test the elixir.”

      “You don’t think they managed to grab enough human subjects before they escaped?”

      “I doubt they had many left at all, after the queens and the humans bombed the crap out of the base,” he said, with a sad smile. “I imagine they’re clutching for whatever they can get.”

      I frowned. “Then why didn’t they take Angie, too?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe they didn’t know she was on board.”

      “What have we gotten ourselves into?” I clung to him, like he was a life raft in a storm.

      “It’s nothing we can’t get ourselves out of,” he promised, but I didn’t believe him. How were we supposed to get out of a room, suspended in space, with a door made of thick metal that needed a retinal scan to enter? We were pretty good at getting out of scrapes, but this didn’t feel like one we could easily escape.

      “What is this place, anyway?” I glanced back at the room, wondering what it had been used for before we were shoved in here.

      Navan shook his head. “I’ve been wondering that. Even Orion didn’t have the kind of resources to build a space station out of nowhere, and Ezra definitely hasn’t had the kind of timeframe that would make this kind of thing possible.”

      “You think he stole it?”

      “It’s a possibility.”

      “Do you think there might be other people like us on board?”

      He looked concerned. “Test subjects, you mean?”

      “If that’s what we are.”

      Navan was about to answer when the heavy door screeched open again, revealing Ezra’s and Aurelius’s smug faces. The former was dressed in a sleek suit with a high collar, similar in style to the ones I’d seen Bashrik and Navan wear back on Vysanthe. Only, this one was made from the same dark gray material the guards had been wearing and looked like it had the same Kevlar-like texture. Evidently, he wanted to look the part of leader, but he looked ridiculous.

      “Sit on the bed,” Ezra instructed, gesturing toward the neatly made king-size that was the room’s centerpiece.

      Navan narrowed his eyes. “What?”

      “Sit on the bed. There are things we need to talk about,” he repeated, “and we want you to feel… comfortable.” I wasn’t sure if he was trying to be weird, but his words came off as super creepy. A bed wasn’t exactly a normal setting for a conversation with someone like him.

      Navan took my hand as we backed up, not taking our eyes off Ezra for a moment. The new leader of the rebels stayed by the doorway as we stepped backward, not stopping until we felt the edge of the mattress on the backs of our legs. Slowly, uncomfortably, we sat down on the edge of the bed, as instructed, and waited for him to explain why on earth we were here. Ezra, however, seemed to have other ideas—it looked like there was going to be a self-gratifying preamble.

      “Are you impressed?” he asked.

      “By what?” Navan replied sourly.

      “That I managed to outfox both Brisha and Gianne. You sent them after me, I know that much, but they’d never have found me here, even if they’d bothered to do as you asked.” He grinned proudly. “Honestly, didn’t you see it coming? Didn’t you see that they’d just pick up humans of their own and scurry back to Vysanthe, where they can be big and powerful again, if only for a short while? Aurelius and I knew exactly what you’d do, and we knew exactly how to outsmart everyone.” He flashed a satisfied glance at his so-called “equal.”

      I smirked, although I felt uneasy. “You’re very sure of yourself.”

      Ezra grinned. “The queens are waiting for us to strike—and, oh, we’re going to strike—but the longer we leave it, the more paranoid they’ll become.”

      “What is this place, anyway?” Navan snapped.

      Aurelius was the one to respond this time. “A cloaked station was my idea, but naturally, we had to commandeer one first. It appears that quarantine facilities make the perfect hideouts.”

      “Where are all the sick people?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

      “Out there, where they can’t cause trouble ever again,” Ezra said bluntly, gesturing toward the portholes.

      “And the doctors?” Navan hissed.

      “We could not allow ourselves to have any witnesses, unfortunately… so they joined their patients,” Aurelius said.

      “You realize you’re giving the queens time to strengthen themselves, too, right? If you leave it long enough, they might figure out the elixir before you do,” I said, choosing to ignore the fact that they had the notebook. Part of me still hoped it had nothing worthwhile inside it.

      “An unfortunate turn of events, seeing as we were only supposed to have one queen to deal with,” Ezra replied, glaring at Aurelius. “Nevertheless, we’ve still got the upper hand, even if they do manage to strengthen their armies back to full force.”

      “Oh, and why is that?” I asked dryly, deciding to play along with his narcissistic games.

      “Because we have you, of course. What a striking pair you make. Such a lovely couple.”

      “So are you two.” Navan gestured at Aurelius and Ezra, the former visibly struggling not to take the bait.

      Wanting to defuse the situation a little, I interjected. “Look, why don’t you just tell us what we’re here for? If you don’t want to use us as spies or soldiers, then what is it? Are we guinea pigs or something?”

      “I do not understand your terminology,” Aurelius replied, but Ezra talked over him.

      “We need you to do what you’re best at,” he purred. “We want you to be lovers, rather than fighters.”

      “You sick bastards! What the hell does that mean?” Navan stood up from the bed, fists clenched. I had a horrible feeling I knew exactly what Ezra meant, but, until he spelled it out for us, I wasn’t going to believe that anyone could stoop that low.

      Aurelius snuck in before Ezra could say another word, clearly wanting to steal his thunder. “We’ve pieced together the failed experiments we discovered in the alchemist’s notebook that Ezra so helpfully acquired from you. That, combined with our own research, has allowed us to decipher the key to the immortality elixir,” he said, with obvious delight.

      “You can’t have,” Navan whispered, his hand gripping mine.

      Aurelius carried on as though Navan hadn’t even spoken. “Many of the earlier experiments showed promise, when a combined elixir of Vysanthean blood and human blood was created. However, every attempt ended in failure, no matter what kind of stabilizing agents were added. And so, the idea was abandoned. We moved on to other bloods and other agents, always using human and Vysanthean bloods as a baseline, but nothing has worked thus far. As you know.” He paused, his skeletal chest heaving with the exertion of his excitement. “In analyzing the patterns of error, however, our new alchemy specialist, Lazar Idrax, has determined the missing piece.”

      “Which is?” I asked, breathlessly.

      “For the elixir to work, it requires the complete miscegenation of both bloods… It requires a half-breed child.”
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      “A half-breed child?” I spat, my whole body shaking with anger. I could barely breathe from the shock of hearing them say those words, knowing what they meant by them. The king-size bed, the semi-welcoming surroundings—all of it made my stomach churn.

      “You twisted sons of frostfangs!” Navan roared, leaping up with his fists raised. We’d both had our weapons taken from us, but it wouldn’t stop either of us from fighting back. He lunged toward Aurelius, who lifted a box that shimmered with silver energy. It forced Navan to pull up short, his chest heaving with angered breaths. He snapped his bared fangs, his eyes turning black.

      Aurelius smiled. “I thought you might recognize this.”

      A flicker of silver light lashed out from the silver box, attempting to savor a taste of Navan. It was the same stuff that had kept him frozen to the control panel in Aurelius’s ship. He glanced back at me, his brow furrowed, his face a mask of pure fury. I knew what he was thinking—if he lunged at them again and risked the silver energy enveloping him, that would leave me all alone, to fend for myself without a weapon. They had guards, a thick metal door, and the vacuum of space. It wasn’t as though I could win. Besides, now that we knew what they were after, there was no telling what sort of punishment they might bring down on me, if Navan got taken out.

      “You can’t be serious. Even a pair of bottom-feeding scum-suckers like you wouldn’t stoop that low,” Navan hissed, taking a few steps back, his arm shooting out across me as though that could somehow protect me from what they wanted.

      “Stoop to providing a brighter future for our nation? I assure you, we can.” Aurelius sounded amused.

      “Weren’t you listening back there, in the auditorium?” Ezra chimed in. “We’ll stop at nothing until we create a viable elixir. Our vision of Vysanthe is going to happen, by any means necessary. You happen to be those necessary means, and, what’s more, you’re already in love.” Disgust dripped from every word.

      “We won’t… You can’t make us,” Navan growled, his veins pulsing black beneath his skin.

      Aurelius shrugged. “You are partially correct, Navan—we cannot make you do as we have asked.” He flashed me a pointed look that made my skin crawl. “Anyway, we thought you’d prefer this to the alternative.”

      “Alternative?” I rasped, still barely able to speak.

      “Yes, the alternative was to capture female specimens from Earth and force one of them to have a child. The specifics of insemination were not entirely clear, but we would have figured something out. Some of the soldiers out here are getting a little bored, after all,” he explained, though he seemed physically repulsed by the idea of coldbloods sullying themselves like that.

      I fell silent, unable to believe what I was hearing. They’d brought me and Navan here to produce a half-breed child? I didn’t even know if it was possible. The thought of its blood being used to create such a terrible elixir made me pray it wasn’t.

      “That’s what I thought,” Ezra said sharply. “This way is much better, isn’t it?”

      I couldn’t even look at him. Instead, I clung to Navan’s arm, gripping him with all the strength I had left. If I didn’t hold on to something, or someone, I was going to keel over. Now, more than ever, I wasn’t too eager to end up unconscious in front of these two bastards.

      Navan shook his head at Ezra, holding me tight. “This is disgusting, even for you.”

      “No, I think it is fitting,” Aurelius replied. “You interfered with my happiness once, trying to stand in the way of me and my beloved, and now you will suffer as I have suffered. Your child will bring about the glory of the Vysanthean race, but only you two will pay a price for it.”

      “There’s nothing happy about what you did. She didn’t want to marry you, but you weaseled your way into Gianne’s good books,” I snapped, the memory of Seraphina restoring some of my failing courage. “You broke into that church like a desperate, spoiled little kid and ended up marrying her on a technicality. It’s pathetic!”

      Ezra snorted. “Is that true?”

      “You shut your mouth!” Aurelius glared at me. “No, of course it isn’t true. More insidious lies, that is all.”

      “Oh, yeah? Then where is your ‘besotted’ wife now? If I know her, she’ll have run as fast and as far away from you as possible! I bet she’d rather live in exile, with a sentence hanging over her head, than spend another moment with you!”

      Ezra smirked again, folding his arms across his chest as he directed an unimpressed glance toward his partner. Aurelius saw it, and instantly trembled with rage. I was embarrassing him in front of his new boss, and he didn’t like it one bit. After all, there was no way that these two would ever be equals, no matter what Aurelius believed. If it served their needs, each one would sell the other down the river, given half a chance.

      “Actually, she is at home, gestating our child,” Aurelius said petulantly. “Soon enough, you will be joining her, gestating a child of your own. I look forward to watching the pain it brings you, when I take it from your arms, never to be returned to you again.”

      Ezra laughed, giving Aurelius a shove in the arm. “Why do you always have to be so overdramatic?” he taunted him. “Be grateful we only have to go through this process once.”

      “You only need one child?” Navan glowered at Ezra. “You expect us to believe that? How is one child supposed to provide the ingredient required for a whole nation of coldbloods?”

      “Thank your uncle,” Ezra said. “Because of him and his groundbreaking research, we only need the one. It’s a shame Gianne overlooked him all these years. She might have gotten somewhere if she’d just utilized him a bit more, instead of that idiot brother of his.” He paused, as if waiting for Navan to retort and defend Jareth, but on that the two of them were in agreement.

      “You haven’t answered my question. How can you only need one?”

      “Never you mind about the specifics, Navan.” Ezra smiled coolly.

      Aurelius nodded, puffing out his chest. “There’ll be no need to taint our species’ blood through intermingling with lesser creatures more than once. We wish to ensure the child is viable the first time around, so that… repetitions… of the act are not required.”

      “You want to ensure that the child is ‘viable’—it’s a child, not a thing!” The fury was building again, inside me. Stealing a glance at Navan, I could see he was feeling the same.

      Ezra shrugged. “A matter of semantics, Riley.”

      “And I suppose you’ll be observing these ‘repetitions,’ will you?” Navan was close to losing his temper—I could hear it in his voice. There was no way he’d let me be put through that sort of mortification, and neither would I. However, the two rebels recoiled. If I hadn’t been boiling with rage, I might have found their horrified faces amusing.

      “How dare you suggest such a thing?” Ezra shuddered.

      “You’re one to talk!” I fired back.

      He arched an eyebrow. “There’s nothing in this universe that could entice me to watch such depravity. Unlike your lover here, I still believe in Vysanthean purity.” He shot Navan a look of revulsion. “You’ll have this private space to do with as you please. I’m no biologist, but I know that the stress of observation can sometimes cause… performance issues, and we wouldn’t want that, now, would we?”

      I couldn’t believe he’d said that. I couldn’t believe any of this was happening. In that moment, I wished a freak fragment of asteroid would break loose and come tearing through the porthole, with all of us getting sucked out of the window and into space before any of this could actually happen. It would be far easier to deal with.

      “And if we refuse?” Navan asked.

      “Then we shall have to take alternative measures, as we have stated,” Aurelius replied with sickening glee.

      “We’ll give you plenty of time, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Ezra interjected. “This will be your home for the next… well, however long it takes. We’re prepared to wait, though there’s no point trying to trick us. We have sensors—we’ll know if you aren’t keeping up your end of the bargain, as it were.” He winked at Navan, and I didn’t know whether to burst out laughing at the ridiculousness of the situation or break down in tears for the same reason.

      “Why did it have to be us?” I whispered, more to myself than anyone else.

      “Because no self-respecting coldblood, however bored,” Ezra replied, shooting a warning look at Aurelius for his previous comment, “would willingly mate with another species. Purity is key to our prowess as superior beings. You look at all these other species, dotted about the universe—they go flying about, sullying themselves with whomever happens to come along. Their bloodlines weaken, their genetics mutate, and soon enough they’re nothing compared to what they might’ve been. Merevins are the perfect example. All of their interspecies shenanigans have resulted in a drop in female births. Had they stayed true to their own species, they wouldn’t be where they are today.”

      “No, they have ‘mated’ with other species because there aren’t enough females,” Navan retorted. “You’re making things up to fit your point of view. Coldbloods are no better than anyone else. If anything, we’re worse—our genetics have no diversity because we haven’t introduced anything new to our DNA. We’ve had no chance to evolve, and we’re stagnating. Read a book once in a while. You might learn the truth about our ‘superior’ species.”

      Ezra looked like he wanted to lash out at Navan, but he held back. “Whatever helps you absolve your own conscience. Anyway, the only reason you are here instead of someone else is because I couldn’t ask that of my men—I couldn’t ask them to defile themselves in such a manner. It disgusts me to even think of it.” He took a steadying breath. “Your copulation as a breeding pair is a necessary evil, nothing more.”

      I wondered if they had a thesaurus hidden away somewhere, for all the ways a person could mention sex without actually saying the word. Again, I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. This scenario felt like it called for both.

      “Of course, we shall only keep you alive for as long as you are needed,” Aurelius said gleefully, directing his words at Navan. “After all, you must be there for the Liberation of the child, as all Vysanthean fathers have been before you.”

      My throat was tight, like I’d swallowed a peach pit. “Liberation?”

      Navan gazed down into my eyes with such sorrow that I thought I might crumble there and then. “The Liberation of a child is an important part of Vysanthean birth,” he explained solemnly. “It’s where the child is birthed within a casing of its own leathery wings. A thick membrane binds the wings together, which can only be torn away by the fangs of the father. The fangs harden temporarily at the sound of their baby’s first cry, and that is what’s used to tear away the membrane. Nothing in nature, or manmade, can break through that membrane—only the fangs.”

      I gasped. “What if the father is gone?”

      “The responsibility will pass to another male who shares the father’s bloodline, though it doesn’t always work, and if it doesn’t… Well, you don’t need me to say it. Nobody knows why it happens. It’s just one of those freak twists of nature.”

      I felt my heart grip at the thought of someone having to endure that—giving birth after the loss of the child’s father, only to have to watch as the child died, too. I tried to picture the idea of the Liberation, undecided as to whether it sounded violent and macabre, or precious and intimate. I supposed it depended on the father, and how the child had come into the world. Tears pricked my eyes at the prospect of having a baby with Navan, but I refused to let them fall in front of Ezra and Aurelius.

      The latter smiled with gut-wrenching satisfaction. “And once you have performed the Liberation, Navan, we will kill you.”

      As the words echoed in my ears, I couldn’t hold the tears back anymore. Crumbling in Navan’s arms, I let them pour down my face, ugly sobs wracking my chest as I struggled for breath. I wasn’t strong enough for this nightmare. I could fly gunships, fight aliens, risk my life for others, and do a million other things that demanded bravery… but I couldn’t do this. This was too raw, too personal, too real. This wasn’t just my own life at stake.

      “I can see we’ve exhausted you,” Ezra mused. “I suppose it’s a good thing we’re not torturing you. You’d have buckled within minutes. Anyway, you’ll be able to rest soon enough.”

      Navan gripped me tighter, letting me sob into his chest. “She rests now.”

      “We must assess her overall health before we go through with any of this, to ensure there aren’t any injuries or reproductive issues that might impede her pregnancy,” Aurelius replied casually. “Time is of the essence, so she must go now.”

      “She’s staying here!” Navan insisted, holding me as tightly as he could.

      Buried in his chest, refusing to look up through bleary eyes, I heard heavy boots on the floor of the room. They were getting closer. Hands grabbed me, and my body was buffeted this way and that as guards tore me out of Navan’s grasp. In a panic, I tried to keep hold of him, gripping his shirt so tight that it ripped as the guards hauled me off, leaving me with a scrap of fabric in my hand. As soon as they’d managed to get me away from him, more soldiers moved in, until they had him pinned to the ground, his arms behind his back, his head shoved against the floor.

      “Escort her to the medic,” Ezra instructed.

      “NAVAN!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as they took me away.
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      I fought against the guards with every ounce of strength I had left, thrashing against their grip with clawing hands, kicking out until my foot connected with solid flesh. I even tried to headbutt one of them, though the impact made me dizzy, black spots speckling my vision. The metallic tang of blood trickled into my mouth, streaming from my nose, but I still wouldn’t back down. They were shouting at me to calm down, their voices muffled through their half masks, but I wasn’t listening anymore.

      I’d never known hatred like it. Every cell in my body was filled with pure loathing, so fierce I could have taken a gun and shot everyone dead, not feeling a fragment of remorse until the dust settled. Now, more deeply than ever, I understood why the universe despised coldbloods so intensely—they were ruthless, caring for nothing but themselves and their pathetic, insular nation. They had a god complex of the worst kind. Vysantheans wore the nickname like a badge of honor, as though it was a good thing to be a cold-blooded killer.

      This will fail, the way every other experiment has, and they’ll go crawling back to their hole in the ground. You’ll go back to Earth, you’ll see everyone you love, and this will all be a nightmare… a terrible, half-forgotten dream, I told myself, trying to calm down. They don’t even know if it can be done. Yes, you’ve seen half-breeds elsewhere, but that doesn’t mean you’ll be compatible with Navan. An image of Kirin, the half-merevin, half-fae, popped into my mind. Even then, her friends had said how rare she was—it wasn’t often a half-breed was created. Maybe fate would be on our side for once. Maybe it would prove to be impossible.

      I forced myself to think of all the good coldbloods I knew, all the Vysantheans who gave me hope that they might discover a more reasonable future for their species. Navan, Bashrik, and Ronad had proven that, but they weren’t the only ones. Seraphina had always spoken with a sensible mind, envisioning a brighter version of their world, where decisions were made by the people, though not in the power-hungry way that Ezra and Aurelius wanted. Kaido deserved more, too. He deserved a Vysanthe that didn’t kill those who were different. Even Sarrask had a good heart; he was just a victim of his planet’s indoctrination, striving to meet the impossible expectations set down by his parents and his queen. Beneath that, I’d seen potential—a flickering hope for a better world.

      Then, there were the laymen, like the fierce woman at the fighting pits, who’d spoken of how little the monarchs cared for the ordinary Vysanthean. I realized I was getting things confused, painting every single coldblood with the same brush, judging them all by their leaders instead of their individuality.

      There you go. Doesn’t that feel better? My limbs stopped thrashing and my legs ceased to kick as a creeping calm drifted through my body. I wiped away the nosebleed with the back of my sleeve, the black fabric soaking it up. I was starting to feel better.

      How can you do it, though? How can you bring a child into this world, only for it to be used for such evil purposes? If, by some miracle, this works, then you’re signing the death warrant of the universe, a darker voice spoke in my head. It was still me, but this was the negative streak I tried to keep hidden away. This was the part of myself which, so often, spoke the most truth.

      Any sense of calm shifted to miserable resignation. The guards steered me toward a different side of the clinical unit we’d come through earlier to reach that twisted excuse for a bedroom. There was no way of knowing how far Ezra’s rebels would push this. Would they really sink that low, killing an innocent child just to harvest all of its blood? The answer was painfully obvious.

      I thought I heard the main guard sigh with relief as I slumped in his arms, letting him drag me the rest of the way, toward a door set in the farthest wall of the clinical unit. He knocked before opening it, then shoved me inside, giving me a vengeful jab in the spine as he pushed me through. I had a feeling they were all going to stand there outside the door until this was over.

      Inside, the room looked like any other surgery ward. There was a bed, a cart with shiny tools, a computer of some kind, and various cupboards and drawers containing items I didn’t even want to think about. At the opposite end of the room, I saw the back of a coldblood male’s head bobbing and weaving as he searched for something in one of the cabinets. I wasn’t sure what else I’d expected, considering all the doctors had been jettisoned off the station with their patients, left to float aimlessly in space, dead and frozen.

      I cleared my throat, letting him know I was here. After all, I wasn’t getting out of here anytime soon. The doctor whirled around, revealing the familiar features of Doctor Ulani.

      “Mort? Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!” I hissed, a sudden rage overwhelming every rational sense. “You nasty little creep! Of course you’d crawl back to the rebels!” I picked up a scalpel and hurled it at him. The blade thudded into the tiny tray he’d snatched from the sideboard and held up to his face, just in time.

      “Riley, let me explain!” he squeaked.

      “Oh, no you don’t—you double-crossing, deceitful, lying little maggot!” I roared, grasping at a bucket of disinfectant and aiming it at his head. It caught the edge of his pathetic tray, drenching him in sterile liquid. The entire cart of sharp tools followed, then a jar of gauze, every ball of bandages I could find, a lampshade, the contents of two drawers, and a few tools I didn’t know the purpose of. He did what he could with his tray, fending off my attacks with a shield barely bigger than an envelope.

      “Are you okay in there? Do you need backup, Doctor?” one of the guards asked, though he didn’t sound too eager to intervene.

      “I’m fine!” Mort chirped back, his voice shaking. It was enough to satisfy the tentative guards.

      Meanwhile, I scoured the room, looking for anything and everything that I could throw at him, wanting to feel the rage leave my body with every item I lobbed at him. It was cathartic to let my anger pour out.

      “Riley, please!” He ducked down as my boot collided with his tiny tray.

      “No! You don’t get to talk to me!” I barked, throwing my other boot.

      “Calm down!”

      “I won’t calm down! Do you know what they want me to do?” I screamed, desperately searching for something else to throw, but I was standing in my socks with nothing left to chuck. I stared at him, heaving for breath, the rage vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. “Of course you know what they want me to do. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.”

      He peeked over the lip of his tray. “Riley… before you take off your shirt and try to strangle me with it—which wouldn’t be a bad way to go, by the way—will you just listen to what I’ve got to say?”

      “Why, Mort? Why did you go back to Orion?” I snapped, clutching at my sides to calm the burning sensation of every rasped breath.

      “I wanted to destroy him from the inside,” Mort whispered, “which you’d have known sooner if you hadn’t been trying to use me as a dartboard.”

      I frowned, coming closer, prompting him to lift the tray back over his face. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Not my problem, sweetheart, but it’s the truth,” he fired back, same as ever. “I wanted to destroy Orion from the inside, but things didn’t exactly go as planned.”

      “How did they even let you in here? Ezra has to know you’re a traitor by now. I mean, there’s no way you’ve gotten away with the Doctor Ulani disguise again.”

      “I’ll have you know this disguise works all the time,” he said, arching an eyebrow. “All right, most of the time. Maybe, like, 25 percent of the time. Anyway, I didn’t know they were bringing you in, otherwise I’d have picked something else. I hate to repeat a performance. It’s just lazy showbiz.”

      “Mort!” I’d been back in a room with him for two minutes, and already he was testing my patience.

      “Fine. I tried sneaking into Orion’s office disguised as Doctor Ulani, but a bunch of shifters ratted me out and I got captured,” he said, reluctantly. “Most coldbloods can’t tell shifters apart, which is frankly insulting, but I couldn’t talk my way out of it by pretending to be someone else. Shocking, I know. Anyway, he couldn’t decide what to do with me, so he threw me in prison. When those friendly neighborhood Feds started bombing the living hell out of the rebel base, it knocked down my cell door and I made a run for it.”

      “Yes, but how did you get here?”

      “Jeez, impatient much?”

      “It’s not like I have an abundance of time, since they want to cook a baby inside me ASAP!”

      His eyes widened. “Fair point. Well, I killed some random coldblood and tried to pass myself off as him for a bit, but when I tried to look for Orion—post stirring rooftop speech, of course; wouldn’t want to interrupt that—I heard that some human broad and her bit of grayskin stuff had snatched him and swept him off to Fed HQ.”

      “Sorry for the inconvenience,” I replied dryly.

      “Anyway, I kept my ears peeled on old Ezticles and overheard him talking about the deal for Orion, or lack thereof,” he went on. “Knowing what was about to go down at the base, I cut my losses and snuck onto his secret little ship, watched the fireworks with that nasty implosion bomb for a bit, and hitched a ride out here to what I like to call the ‘Invisible Spinning Harbinger of Doom.’”

      I smirked a little. “That’s a mouthful.”

      “Do you know what else is a—”

      “Say one more word and I will strangle you to death,” I warned him.

      “Ah yes, Captain Buzzkill. How could I have forgotten you?”

      It was hard not to laugh, knowing I had to stay mad at him. He could see my resolve cracking slightly, but I was determined not to let down my guard—not to Mort, not to anyone. Navan was the only exception.

      “Anyway, he found me lurking in his storage cupboards and got super pissed that I’d a) dared to come back to the rebellion at all, b) that I’d dared to hide on his ship and tried to sneak on board his brand-spanking-new space station, and c) that I’d ruined his alphabetized storage system and left a little surprise behind his weapons crates.”

      I wrinkled my nose up in disgust. “Mort!”

      “What? I was hiding for a long time.”

      “How could he have possibly let you live after that?”

      Mort grinned. “Once I told him who I was, Aurelius got all excited. They discussed some creepy little idea about blending a baby, which I didn’t quite grasp at the time, while Aurelius explained that I’d been undercover as a doctor at Gianne’s palace. Ezra asked me about it and I threw in a couple white lies about spending time in maternity wards, delivering babies, thinking it was what he might want to hear.” He chuckled. “And here I am, ready to help, safest hands in the business.”

      “Just when I thought this whole situation couldn’t get any more ridiculous,” I muttered.

      “Anyway, Ezra will probably kill me once I’ve exceeded my usefulness, so I need you to make it look like I know what I’m doing… buy me some more of that sweet, sweet time.” He let out a sigh of relief as he shifted back to his normal self. “Now, why don’t you hop up on the bed, and we’ll get this thing started?”

      I shook my head. “No way. You’re not going anywhere near me, safe hands or not.”

      “You know, the rebels aren’t as smart as they look, which isn’t saying much,” he continued, ignoring me entirely as he started to put on latex-like gloves. “They keep saying human and coldblood processes are the same, and that we don’t need to check anything, which is why none of the rebel medics are eager to examine you. Ezra is the one you can blame for this—I mean, aside from the obvious—since he’s the one who insisted on a health check. Personally, I think the medics are just terrified of examining an irate and naked human woman.”

      “I’m surprised you aren’t shaking in your boots.”

      He grinned. “See, that’s the thing about shifters. We don’t wear boots.”

      “What, so you’re telling me you’re not scared about delivering a baby?”

      “Me? I’m terrified, same as everyone else! I keep imagining there’ll be some tentacled alien down there, ready to snap at my face and reel me in.”

      My cheeks grew hot with anger and embarrassment. “Well, you don’t need to worry because you aren’t getting a look down there!”

      He laughed at my misery. “Riley, you look mortified. Are you? Are you mortified?”

      I wasn’t sure whether he was genuinely trying to cheer me up with his usual brand of terrible humor, or if he really was enjoying my despair. It was hard to tell with shifters; they were tricky to read at the best of times. Even so, the thought of Mort assuming the mantle of gynecologist was enough to strip me of any remaining glimpse of humor I might have had left, after everything that had happened today.

      “Human and coldblood anatomy actually aren’t that different, so there’s no need for you to go snooping,” I insisted, remembering what Kaido had said about our two species. He’d told me we shared a lot of similar characteristics, though some of our brain chemistry responded in a directly opposite fashion, like we were two sides of the same coin.

      “Probably for the best. I don’t have the same constitution I used to have. I’d probably take one look and it’d knock me sick,” Mort conceded casually. “Ever since I stopped eating humans, I’ve come to admire you as sentient, intriguing creatures instead of merely a food source. I think that’s what the trouble is. If I still saw you as a slab of meat and blood, I’d have no problem looking at your nethers.”

      “Don’t say ‘nethers’ in my presence, ever again.” Through my lingering irritation, I tried not to smile, but part of me was glad to see a familiar face.

      “Muffin? Hoo-ha? Lady garden? Gentleman’s excuse-me? Although, I may be getting my bits mixed up there.”

      I nearly choked on my own saliva. “Let’s just dispense with anatomical words altogether, shall we? I’m not sure I can cope with hearing any more come out of your mouth.”

      “Lightened the mood, though, right?” he said brightly. “Now then, if I’m to have the coveted honor of being your midwife, I’m going to need you to answer a few questions before I run some tests. Don’t worry, we can skip the ones that involve nudity.” He pulled a face of mock disappointment. “Once we’re done with that, I’ll be out of your hair—the kind on your head, of course.”

      For the second time that day, I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me whole. Maybe seeing a familiar face in a situation like this wasn’t such a nice thing after all. It was like having a lewd, inappropriate family friend as a doctor.

      “Shall we begin?” he asked.

      “Might as well.”

      He went through the rigmarole of asking my age, weight, and height, before checking my blood pressure with a contraption he barely knew how to use. Wrangling it off my arm, he threw it to one side like it was a wild snake and picked up his flat tablet device. “Now, when was the last time you had your… menses? I trust your kind have those?”

      I nodded, thinking back to the cramps that had come on suddenly the other day. In fact, they’d been plaguing me for days, but nothing had come of them. Usually, it was one day of terrible pain and then, bingo, my period arrived. But it had yet to rear its irritating head.

      You have been under a lot of stress, though—that can sometimes delay it, I thought. But then my mind trailed back to the night Navan and I had spent in each other’s arms, forgetting about the herbs entirely. There had been a few occasions, in all honesty.

      How could you have been so stupid? This time, it wasn’t my voice echoing in my head, but the voice of my birthmother.

      “Do you have any pregnancy tests here?” I whispered, feeling very vulnerable.

      Mort frowned. “I have to do the checkup before the two of you can get…” He paused, realization dawning on his face. “Oh, I see. Yes, of course. The medics showed me which one to use to check for pregnancy hormones in the bloodstream.” He hurried over to one of the cabinets and took down a packaged kit. Inside, there was a small green disc with a tiny circular screen on top. “Can’t be too hard, right? Even an idiot like me can use one of these.” He looked more nervous than I felt as his shaking hands opened the packet and took out the disc.

      “Does it hurt?”

      He smiled. “You’ll feel a small prick, that’s all.”

      I knew he had to be truly terrified if he could pass up the opportunity of a joke like that. It didn’t even register on his face, his eyes turned solemnly downward at the green disc as he figured out the instructions. I wanted to encourage him to say something, to bring some level of normalcy back to the room, but I couldn’t bring myself to utter a word. My heart was thundering, my stomach churning, my lungs clamped in a vise-like grip.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      He pressed the disc to the crook of my elbow and clicked two buttons on the side. It reminded me of the broken compass, which had been shattered in the fight with Ezra. As he held the two buttons, I felt a tiny nip as the needle bit into my skin, but it barely lasted a second. Once it was done, he removed the device and laid it flat on the table, his gaze fixed to the small screen on top of the disc.

      Thirty seconds later, a symbol flashed. “What does it say?”

      Mort looked up, his expression unclear. “Riley… I’m sorry, but you’re already pregnant.”

      Without a word, I burst into tears, not knowing what to think or how to feel. It was already too late for this little person growing inside me; there was nothing I could do for it now, even though I was supposed to be its mother. Me, a mother? I couldn’t wrap my head around it, much less begin to process the news.

      “It’s all going to be okay, Riley,” Mort said softly.

      Unable to form any kind of response, I became aware of a hand on my back, rubbing soothing circles across my shoulders. There were no jokes from Mort, no quips, no smart remarks. In fact, he seemed scared, too.
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      I didn’t fight back as the guards escorted me back to the white, sterile bedroom that would be my home for however long it took to grow this baby.

      The prospect of becoming a mother at nineteen should’ve freaked me out, but I found myself struggling with mixed emotions. Part of me was overwhelmed with a surprising happiness, envisioning the tiny life growing inside me—one that belonged to me and Navan—while the other part of me was in a state of absolute panic and despair. The child didn’t quite belong to me, or us, and that fact gnawed away at the back of my mind. Ezra and Aurelius would claim my child as a product, a thing, to be harvested for its blood, used in the name of a successful immortality elixir, and I would never see it again. It would be torn away from my arms, leaving me to imagine the unthinkable torture it would have to endure, while I waited my turn.

      I wasn’t sure we could’ve picked a worse time to bring a child into the world, what with the war and Earth’s uncertain future. This child was at the center of it all, and it had no idea how important it was. It was going to be hard, but I knew I had to tell Navan about the baby. It wasn’t like I could hide a bump from him for nine months… or however long it took to gestate a half-breed baby.

      Whatever you do, don’t get attached, I thought, lifting a subtle hand to my stomach and feeling for any roundedness. It was probably too early, but I wanted to be sure. A small smile turned up the corners of my lips at the thought of the tiny creature inside, warm and snug in my womb. In that moment, I knew it was already too late; I was already completely in love with the child. It had been created, against all odds, against all possibility, by Navan and me. How could I not love it, after it had defied so much?

      Thinking back to the symbol that had flashed up on the small screen, revealing my surprise pregnancy, I wondered what gender the baby might be. It was probably too early to tell, but it didn’t stop me from thinking about what it might be like to have one or the other. Honestly, it didn’t matter much to me, so long as the child was healthy.

      Which is precisely what they want—a healthy baby, first time around, my brain chattered, sending a shiver of dread up my spine. Ezra, Aurelius, and I wanted the same thing, but for very different reasons. Maybe it was better that I didn’t know the sex of the baby. At the very least, it would stop me from getting even more attached. The worst thing I could do would be to start coming up with names and picturing the way he or she might look. No, it was definitely for the best that I didn’t know yet, though whether I could combat my curiosity for the rest of the pregnancy, I wasn’t sure. I reasoned it might be a surprise to look forward to.

      Before they take your child away, you mean? The voices in my head seemed to be getting louder, fed by my overwhelming fears.

      Suddenly, I remembered what Kaido had told me about coldblood females being able to delay the gestation of a child, shifting the pregnancy to a time that better suited them. It was undoubtedly a purposeful design by nature, to assist Vysantheans in continuing their existence on their barren, bitter planet. In days gone by, if there was no food or shelter around, it would’ve been even harder to carry a child. At least by delaying a pregnancy, they would have increased their chances of offspring surviving.

      I wondered if the same might be true in my case, too, considering the baby’s genetic makeup. Then again, maybe I’d have to be Vysanthean to have that option. I made a mental note to ask Navan what he knew about it, as soon as I was safely back inside my minimalist, tastefully designed prison cell.

      We hadn’t even reached the door yet, and I was already nervous at the thought of telling Navan what was happening. I had no clue how he’d react, especially given our circumstances. Had it been a happy accident elsewhere, I knew he might have been pleased, but this was a different ballgame altogether. This was as heartbreaking as it was heartwarming.

      As the retinal scan flashed across the eyeball of one of the guards, the heavy doorway opened on Navan pacing across the floor by the porthole. In the pristine white walls of the bedroom around him, there were a few gaping holes that hadn’t been there when I’d been taken away. Presumably, they had met the power of Navan’s exasperated fists.

      He looked up as I entered, rushing over as the doorway closed behind me, leaving us in private. His arms slid around me, his hands gripping me so hard I was almost worried about the baby.

      “Are you okay? What happened? Did they do anything to you? If they did, you have to tell me, because I’m going to—”

      I lifted up on tiptoe and kissed him gently, silencing his tirade. “They didn’t do anything to me, because I wouldn’t let them. When I got to the clinic, good old Doctor Ulani was waiting for me.”

      Navan frowned. “Doctor Ulani?” It took a second for the pieces to slot together. “Mort is here?!”

      “He told a few enormous lies to Ezra about delivering babies on Vysanthe and managed to weasel his way into a medical position. Apparently, nobody on board wants to deal with an irate, naked human woman.” It was supposed to be a joke, but Navan didn’t take it that way.

      “Naked?” Without warning, Navan punched the nearby wall, the plaster crumbling beneath his fist to reveal the metal beneath.

      “Hey, hey, hey, stop that. It was just a joke. I’d never have allowed Mort—or anyone else—to see me naked,” I murmured, taking his hand and bringing it to my lips, kissing his torn and bloodied knuckles tenderly. “Remember what we said before, about using violence? It has to be a last resort, nothing else. Otherwise, we’ll end up caught in this endless cycle of destruction. I know you’re not that kind of person. You told me so yourself; that’s not who you want to be.”

      Navan shook his head, his entire body vibrating with anger. “Right now, I don’t care what I said about violence. I’m sick of these punks strutting around, thinking they can do what they like, when they like, with whom they like!” he spat, his eyes glittering darkly. “They shove us in here and tell us to start going at it, to create some child that they’re just going to drain and discard, like a packet of blood from a blood bank back home! They say that, and you expect me to be calm? When it comes to those bastards, all I can think about is violence.”

      “Navan, I need you to calm down.” I held tight to his hand, trying to get him to stand still so he could look at me for a moment. I was about to tell him. The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t get them to come out. He was too mad—this wasn’t how I wanted it to be.

      “I can’t!”

      “Navan, please…” Ordinarily, I could snap him out of his sudden rages with a few soft words and his hand in mine, but he appeared to be too far gone, too mad at the universe to let go of his anger.

      “They want to destroy our baby, Riley. They want to destroy something that you and I made, and it’s so stupid because there isn’t even a child yet, and already I’m on the edge of doing everything it takes to tear down that door and get us out of here… all for the sake of an impossible baby that doesn’t even exist!” he ranted, furious tears glimmering in his eyes.

      I smiled sadly, lifting my hands to his face and holding it steady. “But it does, Navan. The child does exist. You and me, we created life.”

      “What?” he rasped, a flurry of emotions moving across his features. He looked confused and scared and wary and sad, all in one flicker.

      “The baby already exists. Mort confirmed it, no nudity required.” I laughed nervously, hoping it would break the tension.

      “You’re… already pregnant?” His face morphed rapidly through another flipbook of emotions, starting at surprise, flowing through terror and despair, peaking at elation, before ending in unexpected tears. They had already been on the edge of falling, but now the floodgates had opened. His arms encircled me, my face buried in the comfort of his chest, my cheek feeling the rise and fall of his lungs as sobs wracked them. I’d cried out all my tears earlier, though I shared in every single emotion he was feeling. His sadness was mine; his happiness was mine; his uncertainty was mine. I held him tight as he pulled me close in return.

      As long as we had each other, there was nothing we couldn’t face. This road was going to be harder than most, but there had to be a light at the end of it. Even if there wasn’t, I was determined to believe there was, if only for the sake of Navan and our child. This baby deserved my optimism, because otherwise how could I dare to grow it, love it, nurture it, and feel nothing but despair? I wouldn’t let my child know pain or suffering. It wouldn’t learn that from me.

      Slowly, Navan pulled away, holding my face in his hands. They were trembling slightly. “How can you be so calm?”

      “I’m not. I’ve just had longer to let it sink in than you,” I replied quietly, gazing lovingly into his eyes. His face was harder to read now, which made me nervous. “Are you okay? You’re not saying much.”

      “I guess… I guess I don’t really know how to feel,” he said, and my heart sank. “But I’m going to go with happy and devastated. I wish we were somewhere else, hearing the same news. But we aren’t, and the reality is a bitch.”

      I nodded. “It really is.”

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t say that in front of the baby.” He smiled, making me feel, for barely a moment, that things might be okay.

      “I don’t think it can hear you,” I mumbled, as he tilted my chin up to kiss me softly on the lips, his hands moving around to the front of my abdomen, his palm pressed to my stomach. A moment later, he dipped down, sinking to his knees in front of me. Wrapping his arms around my waist, he lay his ear flat against my tummy.

      “I can’t hear it, either,” he said.

      “It’s too early to feel anything yet. We’ll have to wait a while for that.” There was something so sweet and intimate about the moment that I didn’t want it to end. In fact, part of me willed the tiny creature to do something, just so he’d stay there forever, marveling at my pregnancy. It was having a funny effect on him, and I adored it.

      “Hush, I’m trying to tell it something,” he said goofily, raising his eyes to me for a second before turning his focus back to the baby. “Now, if you can hear me in there, I want you to know that I’m going to do everything I can to get you out of here before those rebel… buttheads can harm you in any way. That goes for you, little one, and your mom. You’re my family now, and I will protect you, come what may.”

      I smiled, my heart brimming despite the lingering fear. “Buttheads?”

      “I told you, I don’t want to swear in front of the baby.” He grinned halfheartedly, getting back to his feet. “I mean it, though. I’ll protect you no matter what happens. I’ll do everything within my power to get both of you out of here, before Ezra and Aurelius can lay a finger on either of you.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love—”

      The door sprang open with a heavy hiss of machinery. Clearly, our privacy wasn’t that private, if someone could just waltz in unannounced. I’d been expecting Ezra or Aurelius to make a return visit, so it was a shock to see Lazar striding over the threshold, a concerned expression knitting his brow. We’d known he was on board somewhere, helping Ezra and his rebel offshoot, but we’d yet to see him again in the flesh.

      “I heard the news from Mort,” he said, pausing for breath, “and I think we need to talk.”
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      After the way the three of us had left things on the rooftop of the rebel alchemy lab, a lingering tension still bristled between Navan and his uncle. Lazar was constantly surprising us, though not always for the better. True, he’d helped us with our scheme to snatch Orion, but I’d held some of the plan back. Had I told him the full truth, would he have been so forthcoming with his aid? I wasn’t sure. That was the thing about Lazar—I could never tell which way his moral compass would swing.

      His one good eye stared at the gaping holes in the wall. As his gaze flickered back toward Navan, pausing for a moment at the torn knuckles of his nephew’s fists, there was a refreshed wariness that hadn’t been there before. Even with the guards, and the heavy door, and the fact that we were in space, he seemed scared to be alone with us.

      Good, I thought, you should be worried about what he might do to you. I hadn’t quite forgiven him for refusing to come with us when we’d given him the chance. Moreover, the two of us had unfinished business where Yorrek’s notebook was concerned. He’d sworn he didn’t know anything about it, yet Aurelius and Ezra had told us that he was the one who’d cracked the code by using Yorrek’s findings. Something didn’t add up.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I asked, breaking the tense silence.

      “Let’s not play games here, Riley. Mort has already told me of your pregnancy, and I’m here to ensure that the two of you understand what’s expected of you, going forward. It is also my duty to make sure you’re aware of the processes that will be taking place,” he said, acting cold and clinical.

      I smiled frostily. “I’m not the one playing games, Lazar. You lied to us. You told us you didn’t know anything about Yorrek’s notebook, but then Ezra and his sidekick come in here and tell us that you are precisely the person who’s been reading it and finding out all sorts of juicy little secrets… secrets that have put me in here so I can be some sort of human farm for them!”

      “Actually, I didn’t know about the notebook until after you kidnapped Orion,” Lazar said. “Your actions must have rattled Ezra, because I was expecting punishment for assisting you, but instead he gave me the notebook, asking me to devote my time to its study, as we didn’t have any time to waste.”

      “Why would he do that? Why would he trust you, after seeing you help his enemies? You’re a snake to everyone whose side you join,” Navan interjected venomously. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I explained the predicament you had put me in, and how my only desire had been to see the notebook that had been kept from the rebel alchemists,” he said. “Naturally, this must have piqued his interest, prompting him to offer me the notebook. I discovered he had only allowed one of his alchemists to view it—the only one he thought was truly loyal—but the idiot hadn’t been able to glean anything. I took that fool’s notes and used them to my advantage. He didn’t even know what he was looking for. I, on the other hand, was soon able to decipher the pattern in Yorrek’s failures combined with our own.”

      “So we’ve heard,” I said.

      “Indeed, I figured it all out so quickly it even took me by surprise.” He puffed out his chest, clearly pleased. “It’s amazing what a sharp mind can see that others can’t.”

      “But why you?” Navan spat. “Didn’t he have other alchemists at his disposal who were almost as good as you are?”

      “Why waste precious moments on ‘almost as good’ when you can utilize the best you have?” His tone carried a hint of arrogance. “Anyway, given the urgency of our impending battle with the queens, he had no choice but to let me see the notebook. And I have proven my worth. He will never doubt me again.”

      “And that’s something to be proud of?” I narrowed my eyes at him, feeling Navan bristle beside me.

      Lazar shrugged. “My own vision doesn’t align precisely with Ezra’s, as you know, but through him I will be able to achieve my own purpose in this. I wish for a peaceful Vysanthe—I’ve told you so before—and immortality is the key to that utopia. I’m more certain of that now than ever before.”

      “You can’t still believe that crap,” I nearly shouted.

      “I must believe it.”

      “That doesn’t explain why they only need one child, though,” Navan said, his voice brimming with anger. “One child isn’t going to immortalize an entire nation.”

      Lazar grinned. “It will, thanks to another invention of mine. It was something I’d been working on under Orion’s leadership, before he was mercilessly killed. He’d been very excited about it, in fact, because he knew it would mean we no longer had to kill vast quantities of indigenous stock. After all, that had never been his intention, and I think all that death was starting to leave a bitter taste in his mouth, especially considering our failed attempts. It really was wasteful.”

      “Rebels with hearts, how quaint,” I muttered bitterly. “You know Ezra killed Orion, right?” I wondered how deep his blind ignorance ran.

      “There have been several stories circulating, but I’ve learned never to trust gossip,” Lazar said with a shrug. “Regardless, Orion had put me to the task of discovering a way to limit the samples we needed to take from humans and coldbloods alike. I devised a blood ‘replicator’ and had a working prototype ready just a few days before the strike on the rebel base. Naturally, Ezra has inherited it alongside myself, but the purpose remains the same. It takes a few small samples and replicates them at rapid speed, dispensing with the need for large quantities of harvestable stock.”

      Navan glowered at him. “I swear, if you call those poor human beings ‘stock’ one more time, I’m going to do something I might regret.”

      “You shouldn’t get emotional over the meaning of words, Navan. It’s alchemical speak, that is all. You should know I mean nothing derogatory by it.”

      “You coldbloods always mean something derogatory by it,” I shot back. “You think humans are just here for you to leech off, quite literally bleeding them dry. I’m here for the same reason those victims got taken from their homes, only you don’t want to bleed me dry; you want to bleed my child dry.”

      Lazar looked sheepish for a moment. “At least only one will be required, as we can replicate thousands upon thousands of samples from it.”

      Now, I understood why Ezra had agreed to leave Earth alone: he only needed the one child’s blood to act as the catalyst for the warring Vysanthean and human blood, making it function within the complete formula of the elixir. He already had enough human samples to create the baseline of the elixir, and he could pick any coldblood he liked to replicate samples from. He had everything he needed, right on board his secret space station, so why would he want to continue with the hassle of Earth? There was no advantage to it anymore.

      “How can you stand there and say that to my face? You realize that ‘one’ has to be my child, right—the ‘one’ that’s growing inside me right this very minute, safe and warm under my protection?” My fury was rising. For once, it was Navan’s hand on my arm, instead of the other way around, as he attempted to calm me down.

      Lazar sighed. “It’s not ideal for you, I know, and I sympathize with your position, but there is nothing I can do about it. The peace and advancement of an entire nation is far greater than a single life.”

      “Tell me more about this replicator,” Navan cut in before I could release my venom at Lazar. His slate eyes gazed down at me, silently repeating the promise he’d made about keeping us both safe—me and the baby. I had to trust him, but it didn’t mean I had to be civil to his uncle.

      Lazar seemed delighted. “I knew you would be interested in it, Navan! You’ve always enjoyed your technological wizardry,” he mused, ignoring my glares. “Essentially, the process it uses is a method of cloning, replicating the sample on a cellular level. It’s far more efficient in time, quality, and physical space to accrue blood samples by this means, instead of extracting large amounts through brutish mechanical processes. I believe there’s a subtle artistry in what the replicator can do.”

      “Not to toot your own horn,” I muttered. No matter how much “artistry” went into what it could do, it still required the sacrifice of initial subjects. How could death be in any way artistic?

      He ignored me. “So, with a few solid samples of blood, hundreds more can be created. The more we have in the initial stage, the faster we can replicate it,” he continued. “Back on Vysanthe, Queen Gianne thought me monstrous for suggesting such ‘outlandish’ theories, but I suppose I shall have the last laugh on this occasion. Yes, it was expensive to create prototypes of the machine, and yes, I was using a lot of resources, but what right did she have to stand in the way of our species’ advancement?”

      “I suppose you think your theories have been vindicated now,” Navan said dryly, his fake enthusiasm dwindling.

      Lazar didn’t seem to see the change, determined to carry on with what he was saying now that he’d been swept away on a tirade. “Why, yes, yes I do! Even Jareth had worked tirelessly to discredit me, always whispering in Queen Gianne’s ear about the wastefulness in my experiments. Jealousy, I suppose. Jareth was not the only one, I suspect, trying to cloud her better judgment.” He paused thoughtfully. “You were always a supporter of my work, though, Navan. I never told you back then, but I was always appreciative of your interest in my ideas. You were young, but it was nice to have someone attentive to talk to about alchemical advancements.”

      Navan smiled unexpectedly. “I remember you talking about a replicator like that when I was a kid. I liked the idea then, because I knew it meant fewer creatures would have to be killed for their blood. The hunting parties traveling all across the universe would only need to bring back one individual at a time to feed us with the exotic types we’d come to love.” A sad expression drifted across his face. “I just never thought it would end up being used on something I really loved.”

      “I am sorry, Navan, for what it’s worth,” Lazar said, after a lengthy pause. “I am sorry to you too, Riley. I wouldn’t have wished this on either of you, and though I understand the necessity of the act, it doesn’t change my sympathies toward you both. Believe me, if it could be anyone else, I would request it in a heartbeat.”

      Despite everything, I felt myself softening a tiny bit toward Lazar. He was a borderline fanatic who thought he was doing the right thing—arguably, the most dangerous kind of person there was—but without him, we never would’ve captured Orion and gotten Stone back. I thought of the ambaka recovering in the medical wing of Lunar HQ, with Lauren sitting at his bedside. That was worth something. Not to mention the fact that he’d gotten us out of danger before, when Gianne’s soldiers had come for us that first time at her palace, what seemed like a hundred years ago.

      With a wedding ring on my finger, love in my heart, and a baby growing inside me, I wasn’t even sure I still felt like that girl—the one who’d left Earth with Lazar, traveling on the Asterope toward the alien land of Vysanthe, which she’d only heard of and had never seen. She had been so naïve and vulnerable, nothing like the young woman I was now. Maybe I wasn’t the same person, just as Lauren and Angie weren’t. Change is inevitable, right?

      Scrutinizing Lazar a little more closely, I decided I should probably try to be a bit nicer to him. It was evident that he had no love for Ezra and Aurelius, or their evil plans, and he never seemed to like the people he ended up working for. He was always in the wrong place at the wrong time, trusting in the wrong people, perpetually destined to be disappointed.

      For a moment, I wondered whether the blood replicator meant there was a chance that my child might not be killed. If they could take a few big samples and run it through the machine, then surely that meant they didn’t need to keep my baby. Even if they needed to take a few samples, to speed up the replication, it wouldn’t necessarily mean death. I peered at Lazar, trying to gather the courage to ask, but the thought of being told no was enough to silence me. I couldn’t raise my hopes, only to have them dashed.

      Besides, the child would be considered an abomination—even now, unborn, it was already considered unnatural and disturbing. To the rebels, it was a necessary evil, nothing more. Ezra would ensure that it was killed as soon as it had stopped being useful, of that I was certain. My child couldn’t be allowed to live any more than Navan or I would be allowed to, when the moment came. At least there was a bittersweet sorrow in the knowledge that we would all be going out of this world together.

      “You say you’re sorry, but I’m guessing you won’t do anything to stop this,” Navan said quietly. I could tell he was feeling the same as me—he didn’t want to get his hopes up, but he couldn’t help grasping at optimism. There was always the slimmest chance that Lazar would have a change of heart, helping to free us instead of fighting against us.

      “I won’t, Navan. This is bigger than you or me, or even a child,” he replied with a weary sigh. “I understand your pain, but you will see that it is worth your suffering, one of these days, when peace reigns across our planet and fear is a thing of the past. Think of all the children you will save, by enduring this selfless, difficult task.”

      “If that’s all you have to say on the matter, Uncle, you can go.” I’d never heard the word “uncle” said with such venom. I could see that it stung Lazar, but he wasn’t going to let anything stop him from achieving his goal of Vysanthean peace, no matter how impossible it was. He really was living on cloud cuckoo-land.

      He nodded. “I might return when you have had some time to calm down.”

      “You might be waiting a long time,” Navan countered, gesturing toward the hefty door of our so-called bedroom. “So, if you wouldn’t mind, Riley and I would like to be left alone now.”

      Lazar looked instantly uncomfortable, wringing his hands. “I would, but… I haven’t even gotten to the reason why I’m actually here yet,” he whispered. “I am sorry for this, too, though I am certain you will come to understand.” He seemed to be saying that a lot, though I was nowhere near convinced that I would ever be understanding of what they were doing.

      With an awkward grimace, he hurried over to retrieve a briefcase that he had left with one of the guards on the other side of the door. Returning to us, he unclipped the top and plunged his hands inside, bringing out a large needle, the sharp point glinting in the low light of the room.
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      “No way. You can shove that needle where the sun doesn’t shine,” Navan snapped, putting himself between Lazar and me. Undeterred, Lazar kept coming toward us. “I mean it—if you keep this up, I’ll put you through one of these walls.”

      Lazar sighed, as though Navan were a misbehaving schoolkid. “You can either cooperate, or I will have to call for backup. Would you rather I administered this in a calm, civil, quiet manner, or do you want Riley to suffer the indignity of being held down and injected against her will?”

      “You’re not injecting her with anything. I don’t care what it is.”

      “You don’t have a choice, Navan. Ezra and Aurelius want Riley to be injected with this every day, and I have been tasked with ensuring it happens,” Lazar replied. “I won’t disappoint them, so it’s really up to you how this goes down.”

      I peered around the side of Navan’s arm. “Since I’m the one carrying this child you all so desperately need, I have a right to know what you’re injecting into my body!” I growled, feeling my anger rise once more. Today was more of a rollercoaster than I could ever have anticipated. “I mean, for one thing, if you don’t tell me what it is, I’ve got no idea how it might affect the baby. I’m not having you risk its life, even if all you want to do is kill it once it’s born.”

      “You two are determined to make this harder than it has to be,” Lazar muttered, though I could tell he was coming around to my demands. “In truth, you might have been given a slightly skewed version of how much time we have left, before we have to strike against the queens. Believe it or not, Ezra didn’t want to put too much pressure on you, and so he was somewhat flexible with the timeline.”

      “What does that have to do with this?” I asked uneasily.

      “Well, now that you’re pregnant there’s no need to lie anymore. Basically, we need to speed up the birthing process so that the pregnancy will take a matter of weeks instead of the nine-to-twelve months it would normally take, if we were to average out both your species’ gestational periods.”

      I gawped at him, feeling as though I’d just been punched in the gut. Finding out I was pregnant had been confusing and terrifying enough, but this? I couldn’t even imagine the toll it would take on my body, having all those processes sped up artificially. There were enough horror stories surrounding ordinary pregnancy. My skin would stretch, my organs would be shifted out of place, my abdomen would swell, and now Lazar was telling me that all of that was going to be sped up? Frankly, I wasn’t even sure I could survive that kind of bodily trauma. Although, I realized that probably wasn’t important to them. As long as I could hold on long enough for the baby to survive on its own, and they could get the baby out, what did I matter?

      Then, there was the problem of my child being half-coldblood, half-human. Would there be any unexpected differences for me, in the way humans normally gestated? I had a whole list of unanswered questions, which was only getting longer by the moment. I was about to start asking, when Navan took a step away from me, heading for Lazar. From the bitter look on my love’s face, there was violence on his mind.

      “You aren’t touching her with that needle. I’ll fight every guard you bring in here if I have to, but I’m not letting you inject her with that stuff,” he spat. “You want this child, you tell Ezra and Aurelius that they’ll have to wait for it. I’m not putting Riley at any more risk. No way. I don’t care what you do to me.”

      “Lucky for you, Ezra and Aurelius no longer care what happens to you either,” Lazar said coldly. “I tried to barter for an extension on your life, making them agree to spare you in exchange for Riley accepting the injections, but they said that if you didn’t agree, they would rule that you were no longer necessary to the cause.”

      “You’re bluffing. They need me; they said so themselves. A child has to undergo Liberation, freed by the fangs of their father. Otherwise they’ll suffocate to death.”

      “They’re willing to risk it. They already have alchemists working on a tool that can cut straight through the wings themselves, cauterizing the wounds as they go. You have to realize, Navan, they don’t need a half-breed who can fly. The wings aren’t important to them, as long as they can still harvest the blood samples,” he explained, sending a chill of understanding down my spine. Of course they didn’t have to have a fully functioning half-breed child; they just needed one that was alive and healthy enough to be used in the elixir, wings or no wings.

      Navan looked horrified, making me realize how important this Liberation had to be. “You’re not serious. They wouldn’t defy Vysanthean tradition like that!”

      “You forget, in their eyes your child is not a Vysanthean—it is an abomination. It is not entitled to the honors bestowed on a true coldblood.”

      “Is this a trick, to fool us both into agreeing?” I asked, my voice catching in my throat.

      Lazar shook his head slowly. “This is the truth. Ezra and Aurelius are eager to attempt the formula as soon as possible. If they could rip the baby from your stomach and be certain of its survival, I know they wouldn’t hesitate to do it.”

      “They’ll really kill him?” I whispered.

      Lazar nodded.

      Navan and I exchanged a worried look. As changeable as Lazar was in his loyalty, he wasn’t the kind to lie to our faces. If Ezra and Aurelius said they’d kill Navan if he didn’t cooperate, I believed them. It looked like Navan did as well, but he wasn’t about to back down without a bit of persuasion.

      “I’ll take the injection,” I said, stepping past Navan. “If that’s what it takes to keep Navan alive, even for a few weeks more, I’ll do it. I don’t want to have this baby on my own… I can’t.” The last part was purely for Navan’s benefit, my gaze holding his. I didn’t want to argue with him, not when his refusal would mean putting me through this alone. Resignation glittered in his eyes.

      “At least one of you is thinking clearly,” Lazar commended me, coming forward with the syringe. I stared at it, my throat constricting. I didn’t like needles much anyway, but the size of this one was horrifying. It looked like it would pierce right through my arm without any trouble at all, if Lazar wasn’t careful.

      I gulped. “Is it going to hurt?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I was just asking,” I said sullenly, hating every moment. I didn’t want him to administer the injection, but what choice did I have? I was sick of being forced into a corner with nowhere to run.

      He offered a sympathetic glance. “I’m sorry, Riley, I’m under a lot of stress right now. It’s not exactly conducive to good manners. Now, shall we move over to the bed in case you faint?”

      In silence, I moved toward the edge of the bed and sat down, rolling up my sleeve so he could get to the bare flesh of my arm. He seemed almost amused as he looked down at my proffered limb. Navan sat down beside me, fidgeting awkwardly.

      “The needle doesn’t go in your arm.”

      I frowned. “Then where does it go?”

      “I have studied human anatomy as best as possible, using some of the… subjects we had left over from Earth,” he replied, pointing to the fleshy part above my belly button. “I must insert the needle just above here, and maneuver it around your internal organs, to get it into the most efficient spot. The location will change from day to day, depending on the growth of the baby, but for now this is the prime location. Do not worry, our needles are advanced enough that they cause little to no damage to your human interior.”

      “Okay. Get it over with as quickly as you can.”

      “Please, will you lift your shirt?” Lazar sounded embarrassed, his eyes flitting away as I pulled up the edge of my top, holding it above the place he’d pointed to.

      “Are you sure a medic shouldn’t be doing this?” Navan interjected, making me freeze.

      “I’ve studied the human anatomy in a way these halfwit doctors haven’t. She is far better off in my hands, believe me.”

      My hands were shaking. “Just hurry up!”

      Removing the safety cap from the end of the needle, Lazar placed the tip against my skin. He looked at me for reassurance, before inserting it, moving the impossibly long needle down as far as it would go. The pain was immediate and intense, shivering through me like white-hot electric bolts, combined with the unsettling sensation of someone scratching at my insides. Somehow, he managed to navigate past all my vital organs, moving the needle toward a well at the back of my abdomen.

      A shimmering golden liquid rippled inside the canister of the syringe, waiting to be poured into my body. I tried to focus on it, but the discomfort was too overwhelming. I gripped Navan’s hand, wanting it all to be over. Lazar pushed down on the plunger, and the shimmering liquid disappeared into my body. I could feel a weird, icy sensation where it was collecting, the odd feeling creeping up my spine.

      I held on to Navan’s hand until the needle had made the return journey, scratching at my innards as Lazar removed it. I just hoped it hadn’t nicked anything important on the way out. The last thing anyone wanted was for me to bleed out from an internal hemorrhage before they could get their hands on my baby, though I reasoned it wouldn’t be the worst way to go. Had it not been for my blossoming attachment to the child, I might have welcomed such a thing, choosing to die rather than play by Ezra’s rules.

      Don’t worry, your papa promised he’d protect us, and he’s never let me down yet. I smiled at the thought, allowing it to bring me a dose of much-needed courage.

      “How do you feel?” Navan asked, as Lazar put the enormous needle back in his briefcase.

      I shrugged. “I feel fine.”

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, a wave of weirdness passed through my body. It felt like the strain of cold muscles after coming in to the warmth of a fire, both shivering and warming at the same time. If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine the pathway the golden liquid was taking through me, moving through every limb, making me feel woozy and strange. Brief spasms followed, nipping at my tendons, jolting them with tiny shocks that startled me each time. There was definitely something going on in there. I just didn’t know what. This couldn’t be good for the baby.

      I blinked slowly, my eyes filling with glittery dots. “Actually… maybe I don’t feel so good.”

      “I imagine you’re experiencing a few aftereffects of the serum taking hold, nothing more,” Lazar reassured me. “It’s not uncommon for such things to occur in lesser species; we have seen similar reactions in our preliminary experiments regarding growth serums, though we have not tried it on an actual infant thus far. If you are like those test subjects, I imagine the effects should wear off within an hour or two. I’ll come back at some point to check up on you, make sure you are feeling better. Truly, I am anxious to ensure your health throughout all of this… as are my employers.”

      His words sent me drifting back to Kaido’s laboratory, deep in the belly of the Idrax mansion, where the unwittingly amusing Idrax brother had warned me of the side effects that could come from absorbing Vysanthean botanicals. My mind was wired differently than that of a coldblood, even though we shared similar characteristics. Was that what was in this serum—Vysanthean botanicals? Was that why I felt so strange? Then again, I trusted Kaido. He’d studied the brain chemistry of my human mind in depth—he’d surely have taken the effects into consideration, using botanicals that would boost rather than annihilate me.

      “Riley?”

      I turned to see Navan looking at me weirdly. “What?”

      “You keep muttering things about Kaido. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I nodded through blurry vision. “I will be. He told me so.”

      “Okay… Please hang in there.”

      For some reason, I saluted. “Will do.”

      “She’ll be fine. I will return later to assess her progress,” Lazar declared. He packed up his things and hurried across the room, out of the blast door of our bedroom.

      “Hey… I wanted to ask him some stuff,” I mumbled, watching Lazar retreat through my bleary eyes. Even with the fog that was settling over my brain, I couldn’t help wondering how the pregnancy process would actually work, given my genetic makeup and that of the baby. Would I start craving blood at some point, to sate the child’s coldblood hunger? What if it was born with wings, like everyone was saying it would be—would there be enough room in my womb for it to grow properly? Or would they have to slice open my stomach to make room? What if it didn’t have wings and it got sick of being in there and it decided to gnaw its way out with its Vysanthean fangs and it tore apart my… Oh, God. I felt sick.

      I didn’t want to think about it anymore.
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      A week passed by in the blink of an eye, and every day my stomach swelled, to the point where I was now very noticeably pregnant. There was no way of ignoring it, and my feet were becoming a distant memory, half-remembered extremities sticking out somewhere below the rise of my increasing abdomen. Waking up to a stomach that kept getting bigger and bigger was its own type of horror, making me feel like something with gnashing teeth was going to burst out of my skin and kill everyone on board the ship.

      “It’s like this film back home,” I said, trying to explain the joke to Navan for the millionth time. There wasn’t much to do, cooped up in a single room with an ever-increasing belly and a brutal onslaught of other pregnancy symptoms hitting me in rapid succession, so I was trying to get him up to speed on human cult classics. “There’s this creature that’s wormed its way inside this guy. It ends up bursting out of his chest, and nobody expects it, and everyone is screaming, and then this alien goes around dripping acidic goo on everyone. It kills a bunch of them, too. I was just wondering if our little one might do that—take out Ezra and Aurelius before they can do anything to hurt it.”

      Navan stared at me as though I’d just held a puppy at gunpoint. “You think our baby is a monster?”

      I doubled over in hysterics. “No! I’m just saying, I can feel it squirming around in here like that alien did to that guy, and I keep having nightmares that it’s going to burst out. At least if it did that, I’d hope it would take out Ezra and Aurelius too.”

      “Pregnancy is doing weird things to your mind, Riley Idrax.” Navan smirked, though I could see he was still worried I thought our baby was a monster. “How’s the morning sickness today?”

      I’d spent the better part of the week with my head over a basin, heaving up every last drop of whatever had the audacity to cling to my insides. Combined with aching limbs, savage heartburn, food likes and dislikes that could switch at a second’s notice, a longing for the smell of gasoline, and mood swings that would make the bravest of men duck for cover, it had made for an interesting seven days. I was pretty sure Navan was terrified of me now, though he didn’t dare admit it. He just kept saying how well I was doing and how glowing I looked, but I knew he was lying through his teeth. I’d seen my reflection in a mirror. I looked like hell, and that was being complimentary.

      I grimaced, rolling across the bed into a sitting position. “I think it’s eased off for now, but I don’t want to jinx it.”

      “Cravings?”

      “Good old PB and J. I doubt their little food printer can make it, though. Everything that comes from that crappy machine tastes like plastic.”

      “Lazar said your taste buds might start to change a bit.”

      I glared at him. “It isn’t my taste buds. That machine isn’t as good as Killick’s. It makes everything taste like whatever it was printed from. Speaking of which, what is it printed from?”

      “It’s probably best you don’t know.”

      I was too tired to press him further, and my stomach was way too fragile to discover the truth. It really had been an exhausting few days, my body struggling to accommodate the size of the life growing inside me. I never thought I’d be a teen mom, but the whole experience had been made all the stranger by the sudden realization that I had created, and was responsible for, this very valuable little being.

      In the last couple of days, it had made me pine for Jean and Roger, wondering what they’d make of all of this. I had to wonder what my birthparents would think, too. Weirdly, it made me feel suddenly closer to Sasha, my birthmother. She hadn’t been as young as me when she’d fallen pregnant, but she’d gone through what I was going through, and even though Jean had been the only woman I’d ever truly called Mom, I wanted Sasha to be involved in this, too. I felt her part in my own creation, and by extension my child’s, in some inexplicable, primeval way, strengthening the fibers that bound us, despite our troubled past.

      Wanting Jean or Sasha around for the birth of my child was an impossible idea, knowing where all this exertion was headed. Still, I had all the time in the world to daydream about a better existence, where Navan and I were bringing our child into a safe universe—a place where nobody wanted its blood, and it could grow up happy and loved.

      “Any luck with the delay?” Navan asked, snapping me out of my reverie.

      “Huh?”

      “The delaying strategies, sleepyhead. Have you had any luck trying to delay the pregnancy?”

      I’d asked Navan what coldblood women did to postpone the gestation of their babies, but he hadn’t been much help. Apparently, it was some closely guarded secret that only Vysanthean females were party to—a modern-day Red Tent scenario, where the men were clueless about a woman’s reproductive powers. Unfortunately, it didn’t help me. I’d tried a couple of things myself—mainly squeezing hard and hoping for the best—to see if I could delay it by accident, but the daily injections were making it nearly impossible to do anything but let my stomach swell.

      I was gaining weight every day, even on the days I wasn’t shoveling down platefuls of printed food to try to satisfy the baby’s hunger, and Mort had taken great pleasure in mocking me. The last time I’d entered the clinic he’d ducked behind the surgical bed, grabbed a mop handle, and shouted, “Man the harpoons, lads! Whale off the port-bow!” Since then, he’d taken to calling me Moby Dick, which I wasn’t too happy about… especially when I still had some growing to do. Of all the people who’d spent time on Earth, why did Mort have to be the one with a penchant for American literature and pop culture references?

      “No luck, these injections are taking over,” I replied, feeling for the smooth, comforting shape of the opaleine stone that Cambien had given me. It was in my pocket safe and sound. I was glad it hadn’t been taken away from me; Aurelius had assumed it was a sentimental keepsake from Navan, since it was the favored gemstone of Vysanthe, leaving me free to summon the mysterious help that Cambien had offered. I’d thought about doing it a couple of times—breaking the stone—but each time I came close, something held me back. It wasn’t time yet.

      “Do you think it’s still a possibility?” Navan asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure my inferior human parts have the right equipment.”

      “I was worried that might be the case.”

      “Well, it’s not my fault! I can’t help the anatomy I’ve been given. Sorry I’m not some magical coldblood, able to halt pregnancy at will. Believe me, I wish I could do what they can, instead of being petrified about what those rebel bastards are going to do to my child!” I snapped, carried away on a sudden wave of annoyance.

      “I didn’t mean—”

      I sighed, cutting him off. “I know you didn’t. I’m sorry. It gets to be a bit much, that’s all.”

      I’d been irritable of late, which was probably understandable given the situation, but I hated lashing out at Navan like this, going through an endless cycle of irritation and apology.

      He walked over to the side of the bed and sat down beside me, pulling me into his arms. “I know, my love. I’m still working on a plan to get us out of here, I promise. I haven’t given up on us, and I won’t until the very last second. They haven’t won yet.”

      We’d been discussing various plans of escape, where I could hold off on giving birth until we were free of the space station so that Ezra and Aurelius couldn’t take the baby from us. However, with every day that passed, and every injection of golden serum that was forced into my body, it was looking less and less likely. We were stuck here, gestating a baby for the sole purpose of their elixir. We just hadn’t fully accepted it yet.

      “I just feel so antsy all the time, like my skin is crawling, and no matter what I do, I can’t get comfortable,” I admitted. “I hate snapping at you like that. It’s completely irrational, and you don’t deserve it.”

      Navan smiled, tilting my chin up to kiss my lips. “It’s just the baby, messing with your hormones. I understand.”

      “Just when you thought my pregnancy couldn’t get any worse, eh?” I teased, wanting to lighten the mood. I couldn’t cope with the highs and lows, not when we were stuck in the same room with each other, twenty-four seven. I adored Navan with every fiber of my being, but sometimes the trips out to see Mort, and the fleeting distraction of Lazar’s visits, were a welcome change. I felt awful for thinking it, but it was the truth.

      As if summoned by my thoughts, a familiar beep sounded at the door, before the thick door slid open to reveal Lazar. I was almost salivating, the beep of the retinal scan forging some kind of Pavlovian response in me. It was the sweet relief of fresh company, despite my misgivings about Lazar. My eyes flickered toward the briefcase in his hand, thinking of the golden liquid in the syringe. The injections themselves were uncomfortable, getting even more so with each expansion of my tummy, but the aftermath was almost soothing.

      “Good afternoon, and how are we today?” Lazar asked.

      I shot him a look. “Snappy, hungry, overheated, exhausted, and the rest of the seven dwarves.”

      “You really are very amusing, Riley,” he replied, though it was clear he didn’t understand the joke. I was already on the bed, my shirt lifted over the watermelon of a belly.

      Lazar wasted no time plucking the syringe from his briefcase and removing the safety cap. He inserted the needle into a spot above my hip, feeding it through to my abdomen before pushing down on the plunger. I watched the shimmering liquid disappear, feeling instantly better as he removed the needle and put the empty canister back into his briefcase. I could sense the serum moving through my veins, feeding the baby, feeding my body, washing over me in a wave of relief.

      “Same time again tomorrow?” I asked.

      Lazar smiled. “I may be a little later tomorrow, as I have some alchemical projects to attend to, but I’ll do what I can.”

      “You can’t be late, Lazar,” I insisted, the thought of a delay sending a shiver of panic up my spine.

      “I’ll try not to be.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      He frowned. “Well, it’s going to have to be.”

      Navan looked at me, a strange expression on his face. I bit back a bitter tirade that threatened to pour out of my mouth, knowing it was the hormones speaking. The last thing I wanted to do was get into a full-blown argument with Lazar and Navan, only to be left in the room to stew in my anger, while Lazar waltzed off to whatever “alchemical projects” he had to attend to.

      “What was all that about?” Navan asked, once Lazar had gone.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Come on, Riley. You and Lazar, just then. What was that about? What does it matter if he’s a few hours late? It’s not like those injections are doing you any good.”

      Realization dawned in a sickening twist of my stomach, my formerly giddy brain sinking into a pit of despair. I’d been snappish with Navan more often in the last day or two, unable to cope with even the smallest inconvenience, my skin constantly feeling prickly and uncomfortable. The only time I wasn’t irritable was in the hour or so after Lazar came to administer the injection.

      “It’s the growth serum… it must be giving me some kind of temporary high. When I don’t have it, I crave it, and the longer I have to wait for another injection, the more irritable I feel.” I looked up at him, my heart thundering. “What the hell are they doing to me? Are they trying to drug me?”

      Navan kneeled in front of me, holding my hands in his. “I don’t think they’re trying to drug you, Riley. I think it might be the silver root in your system, causing an addiction to something in the injection.”

      “You think so?”

      “They’re giving you large enough doses, and if there is a stimulant in there—which I imagine there will be, considering what the serum is intended for—your body will be craving it,” he said softly. “I’ve been thinking that might be the case for a couple of days, but I didn’t want to bring it up until you did.”

      Bile rose up my throat. “What do you think is in it?” Flashbacks flickered in my head, revealing memories I’d long thought suppressed in the deepest recesses of my mind. I saw my birthparents splayed out on the ground, Sasha coughing vomit onto the tendrils of her hair, their pupils so large that their entire eyeballs looked pitch black. George, my birthfather, was cackling to himself as he rolled around on the floor, while I sat against the wall in silence, too scared to cry.

      “Since it’s a growth serum, I imagine they used the blood of a Saccharine. There are a few species in the genus, but they’re known for having a sweet, powerful blood that can be used in serums like this,” Navan said. “It’s only mildly addictive to most species, like human caffeine might be, but I guess the residual effects of that silver root have made it ten times worse for you.”

      I nodded. “You told me, back then, that even the mildest stimulant could cause a problem. I never even stopped to think that this stuff might have anything in it.”

      “Neither did I.” He cast his gaze down, his shoulders slumped. “I’m so sorry, Riley. I shouldn’t have let him inject you in the first place. I should have stood my ground.”

      “I couldn’t have done any of this without you, Navan. We’ve been over this—neither of us had a choice. If you’d disagreed, Ezra and Aurelius would’ve killed you, and I would be here all alone, wondering what the hell was happening.”

      “I’m going to speak to Aurelius now and get this sorted out. They can’t keep pumping you full of that stuff if it’s going to do this to you,” he insisted, letting go of my hands and getting to his feet.

      I smiled sadly. “Do you really think it matters to them?”

      “What do you mean? Of course it matters!”

      “No, Navan, it doesn’t.” I took a deep breath, tears brimming in my eyes. “Don’t you think it’s weird how nobody has mentioned what they’re going to do to me, once the baby is born? They talk about the child and the elixir, and they talk about you and your execution, but they don’t say a word about me.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “They don’t mention me because I don’t matter. They won’t care about the side effects because I don’t matter. I am here to grow the child, and that’s all.”

      Navan looked frantic now. “I really don’t understand, Riley.”

      “Don’t you see?” I whispered as the tears fell. “They don’t expect me to survive the pregnancy.”
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        * * *

      

      Another week passed in a blur of pain, cravings, and struggling to hold on to what remained of my rational mind. I spent most of my days between the bed and the bathroom, as my body tried to keep up with the expansion of my belly, my lungs fighting for breath as the baby pushed hard against my diaphragm, while my bladder had become about as efficient as a thimble for the same reason.

      And so, when Ezra arrived to take a look at me at the beginning of my third week, I was in a less than glamorous state, spread out on the covers. He had stayed away for the most part, preferring to hear updates from Lazar, but today we’d been graced with his presence. Frankly, I didn’t care. He wanted me dead, he wanted my baby dead, he wanted my husband dead, and I hated him for it with every ounce of energy I had left.

      “Aren’t you glorious?” he purred, prowling at my bedside, making me feel like the goose that was going to lay the golden egg, Navan ensured he didn’t get too close, for which I was very grateful. I wasn’t sure I could handle Ezra trying to touch my swollen stomach. I’d probably have punched him in the face if he’d tried to.

      “Hardly,” I shot back.

      “I think you’re magnificent,” Ezra went on. “You don’t even know how special you are. Do you realize that you’re going to be the savior of the Vysanthean race?”

      “I wasn’t aware it needed saving.” I really wasn’t in the mood for a rousing speech about the splendor of Vysanthe, and all the good my dead child would do. Unless he could promise our freedom, I wasn’t interested in anything he had to say.

      He ignored me. “As soon as we’ve defeated the queens and taken up our rightful place at the head of a democratic Vysanthe, we’ll ensure that every single citizen who follows us is given the joys of eternal life. You’ve made all of this possible.”

      “And what happens to all your lovely plans if the elixir doesn’t work?” I sniped.

      “You’d better hope it does.” His eyes shone with malice.

      “Why? It’s not like it’s going to change anything. You want us all dead anyway, so why should it matter to me how or when you do it? Heck, I’ll probably already be dead. Isn’t that what you’re banking on?” Truthfully, I didn’t dare dwell on what might happen to us if the elixir didn’t work, but it was probably better than a universe full of immortal coldbloods.

      “Perhaps I’ll come back when you’re feeling a little friendlier,” Ezra spat, evidently put out by my irritable mood.

      “How about you don’t!” I shouted at his retreating back, loathing him with every cell in my body. I had never hated a single person so much in my entire life, and the addiction wasn’t making things any better. Every normal emotion going through my mind was amped up to a hundred, making me more or less unbearable to live with.

      “At least he’s bearing the brunt today,” Navan teased, coming to sit at my side. “How are you holding up?” I’d realized pretty quickly that he was the most patient man in the universe, putting up with my mood swings, which could switch from a fiery tempest to bright sunshine in the blink of an eye.

      I gulped, feeling desperate. “All I want is that serum.”

      Despite all the delicious food that the rebels had been providing me with, even changing the food printing machine at my request, nothing satisfied the gnawing ache in the pit of my stomach. The only thing able to sate that hunger was the injections. My addiction to the serum was getting worse, I knew it was, making me paranoid about the baby. I’d promised to love it and protect it, but I’d already failed before the poor soul was even born.

      “Oh, and for someone to shut off that freaking music!” I barked, jabbing a finger at the speakers that filled our room with incessant, so-called “calming” music. It played on a constant loop, making me want to tear off my face and stuff the remains in my ears. It really was that bad.

      “I’ll ask Lazar next time he comes in,” Navan promised.

      “He’d better not be late today.” I felt miserable enough as it was, without being deprived of my serum.

      “What do you think the others are up to right now?” he asked unexpectedly, prompting my anger to dissipate. It was evidently a distraction tactic, but, in all honesty, it was a welcome one. In all my self-centered struggle, I hadn’t had the energy to think of them, but at the mention of my friends, time seemed to stand still for a moment.

      I smiled. “I think Lauren is sitting at Stone’s bedside, like you are with me, though she’ll be looking all beautiful and he’ll be the one in the bed,” I began, my cravings dwindling. “Alfa and Dio will be crowded around him, too, wanting to be close to their captain. Angie and Bashrik might be there, as well, checking in on how everyone’s recovery is going. They’ll already have implemented a protection program for Earth, and they’ll be telling Stone all about it.”

      “That’s a nice image. What else?” Navan urged me.

      “Ronad will be up and about, helping Xiphio with some important Fed matters, before feeding everything back to the rest of the group,” I said, closing my eyes to picture their faces. “The two of them will be leading the first sentinels down to the headquarters on Earth’s surface so that the protection of the planet can start properly. I bet they’ve already spoken with the world leaders, to let them know they’re in safe hands, and there’s a sense of normalcy. Maybe they’ve covered it all up as a hoax, and the rest of the human race has already decided to forget everything.”

      “Earth is definitely in good hands.” Navan smiled sadly, shuffling back onto the pillows and scooping me to his chest, stroking my hair gently. It felt good to be in his arms, even with my enormous stomach getting in the way.

      “Do you think we’ll ever see any of them again?” My voice caught in my throat, my emotions threatening to get the better of me once more.

      Navan pulled me even closer, his silence speaking volumes.

      “I don’t either,” I whispered.

      “Hey, there’s no need for tears,” he murmured, wiping them away from my cheeks as they fell. “We have each other, and we have this little one to think about.”

      I hiccupped, feeling my strength crumble. “How could we do this to it? How could we bring it into the world like this, only to be taken out again by Ezra and his minions?”

      “Well, first, we’re going to need to stop calling it, it. I know you didn’t want to talk about names in case we got too attached, but I think it’s too late for that,” he said, kissing my forehead tenderly. “This little one is coming, and he or she is going to need a name. All children deserve a name.”

      “Another distraction technique?”

      He smiled. “Come on, let’s think of some names. I like Bibuwatt and Skelevor if it’s a boy, and Funch or Slugrag if it’s a girl.”

      I chuckled, only to find his face completely serious. “Wait… those are real names?”

      “Yes, they are,” he said in mock defense. “I’ll have you know, some of the greatest minds of our planet were called Bibuwatt and Funch. Skelevor means ‘of the heart,’ and Slugrag means ‘valiant soul.’ They’re beautiful names—I’ve been thinking of them for ages!”

      “How about Jack or Ishmael for a boy? Mort’s been calling me Moby Dick, so I might as well bring it full circle,” I replied, smiling. “And, if it’s a girl, we could call her Iris or Amelia?”

      It was Navan’s turn to laugh. “Those are horrible names! Ishmael’s the best of a bad bunch, but there’s no way we’re calling our kid that.”

      “Those are perfectly normal, lovely names!”

      “Where you’re from, maybe. Where’s the poetry in them?”

      “Says Mr. Bubawatt!” I collapsed in a fit of giggles.

      “It is Bibuwatt, and it is a very well-respected name.” He cuddled me to him, the two of us content to be in each other’s arms, allowing a sliver of levity into our otherwise desolate lives. All this time, I’d thought that as long as I had him by my side I could endure anything, but there were three of us now. If one piece was missing, none of it worked.

      I held him tight. “The right name will come to us when the baby is here. Isn’t that what people always say?”

      He nuzzled my hair, inhaling the freshly washed scent of it. “I think that’s a good idea… though we’ll keep Skelevor in mind, just in case.”

      “I can’t wait to meet our child.”

      “Me neither.”

      It was a quiet admission to the universe that we still clung to a shared sense of hope about the future of our child. At the end of the day, it boiled down to two things, which nobody could take from us: Navan was going to be a father, and I was going to be a mother.
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      “What if it just explodes out of you?” Mort muttered, pacing the clinic floor. “What if you… you know… can’t cope, and there’s just blood everywhere, like absolutely everywhere—pools and pools of it, spraying all over the place? And what if it’s born literally half and half?”

      I flashed him a look. “Way to comfort a frightened pregnant woman.”

      “I’m just saying,” he replied, chastened. “This is a lot of pressure, you know?”

      “No kidding!”

      It had been another week, and I was so big now that it hurt to move. The baby’s limbs and elbows were visible now and again, protruding through the taut, stretched skin of my stomach. All my organs were squished wherever they could fit, my bladder unable to hold even the tiniest amount of liquid before the need to pee overwhelmed me. Considering this had never been done before, as far as we knew, nobody was sure when I might go into labor, but, judging by the sheer size of me, I had a feeling it might be soon. The thought terrified me. I couldn’t even think beyond it, to meeting my little one. All I could think about was how the hell I was going to get it out… and my body exploding and my blood spraying everywhere, thanks to Mort.

      The shifter moved over to the table where I lay, resting his hand on my swollen belly. The first time he’d done it, a couple of days ago, I’d almost wrenched his arm out of its socket, trying to get him off me. He’d shocked himself at the action, claiming he wasn’t sure what had come over him. Now, despite everything, I’d come to allow it. Mort had revealed an unexpectedly caring side to his character, his entire focus always geared toward the imminent child, talking about it as though it were already a tangible part of our lives.

      “You ready to come out and see Uncle Mort?” he asked the child. “You going to take it easy on me? I’ve never birthed anyone before. It’s going to be super disgusting, and your poor mom is going to be ruined. Everything down there is going to look like the remnants of a—”

      “Mort!”

      He flushed. “Sorry, I was just making conversation. I want it to know the sound of my voice before it arrives, so it knows we’re the good guys.”

      “You think you’re a good guy?”

      He shrugged self-consciously. “For this little one, I can be.”

      “And you can stop emphasizing it every time you mention the baby. I know you know, but I swear to God, if you tell me what the gender is, I’m actually going to rip your arm out of its socket. It’s the one thing I have control over knowing.”

      “You know, Riley, pregnancy has made you a sour old cow. You used to have a sense of humor.”

      “Being trapped on a space station, who knows how many miles from Earth, on the edge of being forced to hand over my child, with a clueless shifter for a midwife, isn’t exactly my idea of a fun time,” I shot back, my irritation spiking. I was still dealing with the addictive effects of the growth serum, craving it every moment of the day, even when I’d just had a hit. A couple of days ago, they’d started reducing the quantity, and I was feeling the lack of it so intensely that I wanted to shred off my own skin to stop it from crawling.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you a cow, especially considering how much you look like one at the moment. It wasn’t nice of me to point it out. The coldblood medics keep telling me I need to lie more to my patients, if I’m going to be a proper doctor,” Mort said sheepishly. “It’s just that I keep seeing your sad little face, and it’s bumming me out. I thought you could use a bit of cheering up, a bit of banter, the way we used to do things.”

      I sighed, shifting the weight of the baby so I could sit up. “I don’t feel like myself right now.”

      “I’m not surprised. There’s enough skin to make two of you.”

      “Those coldbloods are right. You really need to work on your bedside manner.”

      Mort gazed down at my stomach, watching the baby move. “I know you’d rather have a real doctor helping you through all of this, but I’m trying.” He paused, his red-veined eyes lighting up. “Actually, I have something for you. I nicked some blackwatch tubers from the pharmacy storeroom, to see if they can help with your addiction symptoms.” He hurried over to the far side of the clinic and plucked a small jar out of a drawer, returning with it a moment later. Through the glass, I could see long, dark, dried-up husks that reminded me of vanilla pods.

      I pulled a face. “What do I do with them?”

      “I can brew you up a batch of tea with them, and then you’d have to drink it a couple of times a day,” he explained. “The blackwatch plant is notorious for its suppressive qualities, so I figured they might be good to take the edge off your cravings. I’ve seen it used for other addictions on my home planet, Mallarot, and one of the medics here suggested it might be good—I didn’t mention you. I just said I was interested in the subject. If you keep drinking it after the injections stop, I think it might kill your addiction altogether.”

      “I think Ezra will do that for me,” I said sourly.

      “Oh… yeah, I forgot about that.” He offered an apologetic look. “You never know, he might keep you around.”

      “Lucky me.”

      Mort sat down on a stool, his flesh pooling over the seat. “Do you think he’ll let the baby live?”

      Tears pricked my eyes. “I don’t think so, Mort. I don’t think he’ll let any of us live, maybe not even you.”

      “Well, I always thought I was the most important thing in the universe, but I’m starting to think I don’t matter so much, in the grand scheme of things,” he replied, staring at my bump in a near trance. “In fact, I’ve been thinking of ways I can trick Ezra and Aurelius into keeping you all here. Like, I could make something up about the baby needing to be near its mom and dad, because otherwise its blood will get all infected and be no good. Or, I could say that they’ll need to wait a while before extracting anything, because the blood isn’t fully formed yet. That way, we’d have some time to figure out an escape plan.”

      I smiled at Mort as he continued to ramble on, his ideas getting more and more outlandish. There was talk of hijacking the space station and flying it to safety or wrapping the baby in a spacesuit and sending it out into the ether, with a beacon attached. He even mentioned trying to seduce Ezra and Aurelius by shifting into Queen Gianne and throwing himself at them, slitting their throats in the midst of passion.

      Truthfully, I was touched to see just how much Mort cared about the child’s survival, even if his affection barely included me and Navan. Having to spend at least an hour every day in the clinic with him had bonded us more closely than I could ever have imagined after the way we’d parted. Frankly, I was glad to have the friendship. Mort seemed to be changing in front of my eyes, his selfishness fading away, and it was all thanks to the remarkable child growing inside me. It was changing all of us, shifting our priorities.

      “I never expected you to side with us,” I said suddenly, interrupting his graphic explanation of how we might escape through the sewage pipes.

      “I never expected to care,” he admitted, resting his hand on my belly again as the baby turned, the jut of what looked like a wing-tip sticking out. “It’s like… even though the little weirdo isn’t born yet, I feel like I understand it. I know what it’s like to be an outcast. If we can break the child free of this place, that’s what it’ll inevitably become in certain parts of this bastard universe. No one is ever as tolerant as you think, no matter what they claim.” He paused, his eyes taking on a faraway look. “There’s a reason Ezra keeps calling it an abomination, even though it’s going to bring him everything he’s ever wanted. They can’t help themselves—it’s unnatural to them, and that mindset will never change. Although, the kid seems pretty freaking great from where I’m standing.”

      He’d surprised me again. “You’ve never mentioned why you were an outcast on Mallarot. You say things now and again, about how you wanted out, and would have done anything not to end up a gumshi farmer, but you’ve never really spoken about why you didn’t fit in.”

      He shrugged. “Never seemed appropriate. Anyway, nobody wants to listen to mopey sob stories. I sure as hell don’t. I don’t need anyone bringing out the violins for me, no way.”

      “Humor me… I don’t want to go back to the room just yet, and I’m tired of talking. I’ve barely got the energy to waddle to the bathroom so I can pee. Come on, tell me a story, Mort,” I urged him, lying back, feeling ridiculous as my bump stayed put, a huge mountain that was almost all I could see if I looked down.

      He grunted, spinning around on his stool. “I was just never very good at anything,” he said reluctantly. “I wasn’t good at my studies, I didn’t have many friends… I didn’t have any friends, in fact, and I couldn’t even come to terms with the mindless work of a gumshi farmer. My parents were gumshi farmers, so it was pretty much my lot in life to follow the family trade, but I hated it. I used to split open the gumshi to get out the sour noodles, and I’d ruin them so often that my ma and pa put me on the task of washing the fruits that were being taken to market. Bear in mind, nobody ate the skin, so it didn’t even need to be washed.”

      I smiled sympathetically, waiting patiently for him to continue. He started to rub my stomach in small circles, absentmindedly, like the action brought him some kind of comfort. It felt a bit weird to begin with, but I let him carry on, relaxing into it.

      “I was tired of being this no-good, idiotic laughingstock—a burden to my parents and a running joke to everyone else—so I decided to do something that was 100 percent forbidden,” he continued, after a pause. “I took the shape of someone important and traveled out to the next planet over.”

      “Almaghura?” I asked, remembering how close the merevin planet was supposed to be to the shifter planet.

      He nodded. “Met a saucy fish-girl out there, which made it worth it for a while—even if she did go off with someone else eventually—but I got in a whole load of trouble in the end. I got away with it for like four years, masquerading as a famous shifter diplomat and getting treated like a king, but then the real diplomat was sprung on me unexpectedly and I got found out. As you know, shifters can see the true forms of other shifters, where others can’t. But it was even more obvious when two of us were thrown into the same room and the merevin leaders started demanding an explanation.”

      I nodded.

      “Well, it was a big scandal, and everyone hated me for it. We don’t even have the death penalty on Mallarot, but there were talks of bringing it back, just for little old me. It was about the only time I’ve ever felt special in my life,” he said wryly. “My own parents didn’t want to know me, calling me an embarrassment, no matter how many times I tried to explain why I’d done it. So, I figured it was a good time to seek new pastures. There’s nothing like total exclusion to make you rethink your career options.”

      “That’s terrible,” I replied, not knowing whether to feel sorry for him or not. As ever, Mort’s moral compass was somewhat skewed, though I could understand his reasoning. “Was that when the stuff with Orion started?”

      “I messed around for a bit, doing different things in different places, trying to scrape an existence together. About a year in, I came across a band of shifters who’d left Mallarot behind, and joined in with them for a while. That’s where I met my friend, the one Orion killed,” he said. “I still didn’t feel like I belonged, and shifters are pretty hated wherever we go, but it was better than home.”

      “I’m so—” I sat bolt upright, a sharp jolt of pain ricocheting through my abdomen.

      “Riley, if you needed to pee, you should’ve said so. Now I’ve got to clean up your mess. I’ve half a mind to make you do it, just for the comedic value of watching you try and bend,” Mort muttered, jumping down from the stool to fetch a mop.

      I shook my head, panicked, as a second ripple of pure, cramping agony set my body on fire. Sweat beaded on my forehead, a few droplets trickling down the back of my neck. A third spasm shot through me, making me feel like someone had buried a knife deep in my womb and was twisting hard.

      “What—what is it?” Mort looked as terrified as I felt.

      “It’s… coming. Oh God, oh God, oh God… I think… it’s coming,” I gasped between contractions. I’d heard they were supposed to start off far apart, the time gradually reducing, but these were coming rapidly. And this was no ordinary pregnancy.

      “Now?!”

      I nodded, huffing out strangled breaths. “Mort… Mort, I’m scared… Mort!”

      “Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap, you’re really having it now? It’s really coming?”

      “I’m pretty freaking sure!” I screamed, as another blinding bolt coursed through every muscle.

      “Maybe this was a bad idea. Maybe I should go and get another doctor, see what they can do,” Mort muttered, pacing frantically beside me. I grasped at his arm, gripping his malleable flesh, pulling him close to my face.

      “If you abandon me now, Mort… I swear to God… I will rip your skin off… and wear it as a cape!”

      He gulped. “Jeez, labor is giving you a frankly disturbing imagination.”

      “Mort!”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll be back in two seconds. Just let me get Navan,” he said.

      “Don’t leave me!”

      He gripped my hand. “I promise you, I’ll be back. I wouldn’t miss this kid being born for all the serrantium in the universe.”

      With that, he morphed back into Doctor Ulani and vanished, disappearing behind the bulk of my bump. I heard the clinic door open, followed by the sounds of frantic screaming, making me wonder if there was another woman going into labor somewhere. But the voice was very clearly shrieking: “Navan, Navan, Navan!”

      I fought against the agony of the contractions as they tore through my body, trying to keep calm. I thought of Kaido’s serum, wishing I had some to make me stronger, but he was on Vysanthe and I was here, having to do it the old-fashioned way. In my mind, I pictured jets of blood and me, half dead, on the hospital bed.

      Is this it, little one? Is this where I go, and you stay? I thought, exhaling through the contractions, the way I’d seen women do on Jean’s beloved hospital dramas. Only, they weren’t trying to expel a half-alien child through their lady parts. I’ll do it. I’ll let that happen, but only if they let you live. You have to live, little one. You have to! If you don’t, then none of this is worth anything.

      A moment later, I heard the clinic door open again, but nobody burst into the room. Confused, I lifted my head, barely able to see the clinic entrance, but I could hear an altercation taking place a short distance away.

      “You have no right to forbid us!” Aurelius’s voice exclaimed.

      “He’s right—that child is our property. You have no reason to hold us out here,” Ezra chimed in.

      “You’re not coming in here, and that’s final,” Navan countered.

      “Yeah, you’re not coming in because the patient is already at extreme levels of stress, and, when stressed, humans can release poisonous fluids into their bloodstream which, if left unchecked, can kill the fetus. Do you want that? Hmm? Do you want your presence in that room to kill the miracle baby? Do you want to risk losing all your precious samples because of your own self-centered stubbornness?” Mort fired back, his voice bellowing out into the hallway beyond, where it looked like a crowd had gathered.

      “What?” Ezra sounded incredulous.

      “You heard me!” Mort snapped, as he slammed the clinic door in their faces.

      Mort hurried over to where I lay, with Navan taking my hand in his and perching on the stool beside me. He looked worried and excited, a nervous smile curving up the corners of his lips as he gazed down into my eyes.

      “You’ve got this, Riley. I know you do,” he said.

      “Yes, well, I haven’t, so if you could come down to this end, that’d be great,” Mort barked, pulling on a pair of latex-like gloves in a most unsettling fashion. The snap of them sent a shiver down my spine. What in the universe have I gotten myself into?

      Navan stared at Mort in horror. “You want me to—?”

      “Well, I’m not doing this by myself, grayskin,” Mort replied curtly. “If you help, we’ve got a better chance of not killing her. A problem shared, and all that.”

      Navan gawped. “But I don’t know what I’m doing!”

      “I’ve got news for you, pal… neither do I!”

      I winced as another contraction ripped through my abdomen, making me wonder if the baby had already torn itself out, taking matters into its own hands after growing tired of waiting for my clueless midwives to get their act together.

      “I hate to… break up… your repartee, but… do you think… you could help… get this… freaking baby out of me!” I screamed, clenching my fists so hard that the nails broke the skin.

      “Of course. Sorry, Riley,” Navan mumbled, jumping into action as he threw on a pair of gloves and joined Mort at the business end. I was in too much pain to be mortified, and, to be honest, it was no less than he deserved for putting the baby in there in the first place.

      “Breathe!” Mort shouted.

      “You’re doing great!” Navan added.

      “Is she?” I heard Mort mumble.

      “I don’t know. You’re supposed to be the medical professional.”

      I rolled my eyes, fighting through the pain of another contraction. I realized I probably would’ve been better off trying to do this on my own, instead of having two bumbling guys figuring it out as they went along. Still, there was some comfort in company.

      Inside my body, the baby was readying itself for exit. The pain was overwhelming, my lungs heaving against the strain, my body drenched in a sheen of sweat. Every cell was screaming out for a fix of the Saccharine sweetblood I was addicted to, needing it to numb the pain that was coursing through every vein, shooting across every synapse, setting my mind alight. Just one drop of it in my bloodstream and I would have felt better, I was convinced of it. I thought about screaming for a dose, but Navan and Mort were too busy trying to figure out the birthing process. Evidently, this wasn’t like anything they’d experienced before. That made three of us.

      Blood roared in my ears as an unbearable agony rocketed through me, taking me by surprise. It filled every sense, blocking the world out in an impenetrable haze of suffering. Squeezing my eyes shut, I let the sensation take me, the extreme pain suddenly stopping as my spirit seemed to detach from my physical body. It drifted through a tunnel of visions, like the kind I’d seen during Kaido’s experiments, and during the fight with Ezra, after downing the power serum.

      I was in the endless dark of space, tearing through it at breakneck speed. Passing planets and moons, and stations and ships, every single one alight with burning flames. With some scenes, I could peer closer, seeing a never-ending array of limp, splayed-out bodies, each figure drained dry. Men, women, children, elderly, it didn’t matter. All across the landscape of a million planets, there was nothing but death and destruction, a disease infecting everything it touched.

      At the center of it all, the images slowed to reveal Ezra hovering inside a golden circle of light, his wings outstretched in a symbol that was at once twisted and angelic. Standing in front of him was a girl, a bit younger than me, her skin a barely discernible shade of gray, her majestic wings tucked in behind her. Only, they weren’t the same leathery black as Ezra’s. Instead, they were a troubling shade of blood red, shot through with gold and silver. Her eyes were so familiar—a slate gray. Ezra’s hands were on her shoulders, his clawed fingers gripping her tight. Had she done all of this? Was she responsible for all of this death?

      I tried to reach her, wanting to pull her away from Ezra’s influence, but unseen hands tugged at my flesh, yanking me back.

      I know you… I know you… You are mine! You can’t have her!

      She opened her mouth, as if to speak, but the wail of a newborn came out instead. Behind her, Ezra was repeating my name, over and over. In a split second, the vision crumbled, the sound of a baby crying snapping me back into reality.

      “Riley? Riley, can you hear me?” It was Navan speaking, not Ezra. He was calling to me, bringing me back from the edge of a different world. I blinked slowly, and his face started coming into focus. He stood beside me with a baby in his arms—our baby. The umbilical cord had already been cut, and her small arms were flailing. “We’ve got a little girl,” he said, smiling.

      “And count yourself lucky you missed that ‘Liberation’ malarkey. No wonder everyone thinks coldbloods are a bunch of backward monsters. I thought he was going to eat her alive!” Mort muttered, looking shell-shocked.

      I ignored Mort, turning my gaze toward the baby in Navan’s arms. “A little girl?”

      He nodded.

      She was so small, her skin the same color as mine, though tinged with the faintest hint of gray. A pair of wings were tucked behind her, forming the perfect cradle. To my shock, they were a deep, blood-red shade, shot through with gold and silver. I gulped, pushing my fears aside—those visions didn’t mean anything. None of the previous ones had come true, so why should this?

      I lifted my finger to her perfect, miniature hand. She gripped it, her slate-gray eyes trying to focus on my face.

      “She’s so strong,” I whispered, overcome with emotion as Navan handed the baby to me. I held her tentatively, my arm behind her head. Her wings were surprisingly soft to the touch. Mort moved over to me, reaching out with his own finger.

      “She really is!” Mort cooed, as the baby squeezed his finger. “I knew she would be. I just knew she would be.” Mort was clearly besotted, a dopey smile on his face as tears glittered in his eyes.

      “Are you crying?” I asked.

      “No… I just got some placenta in my eye, that’s all. It’s your fault, spraying your innards all over the place.” He wiped his eyes quickly, but the dopey smile remained.

      Navan chuckled. “There was no innard-spraying, I assure you.”

      “Good to know,” I said, staring down at the most beautiful little girl I’d ever seen. I was biased, of course, but I didn’t care. Despite the pain and the visions, I’d never been so happy in all my life, and, judging by the expressions of Mort and Navan, neither had they.

      “You still not sold on Funch?” Navan teased.

      “You can’t call a kid Funch,” Mort shot back. “Coldbloods really are sick bastards. Do you know what that means in shifter?”

      Navan looked horrified as Mort told him. “Yeah, maybe Funch isn’t so good after all.”

      “I’ve thought of a name,” I admitted shyly. “How about Nova? It means ‘new’ where I come from, and this little beauty is brand new.”

      Navan nodded thoughtfully. “Nova… Nova… Nova…” He tested it out, his smile widening. “I like it. I like it a lot. In Vysanthean, it means ‘fighting spirit.’”

      I glanced at Mort. “Tell me it doesn’t mean anything in shifter?”

      “It does. It is our word for ‘love.’” There was no denying his tears now as they fell freely from his red-veined eyes. “It’s the most perfect name,” he wailed, gazing down at little Nova with sheer adoration.

      I wished our happiness could have stayed like that forever, but a dark cloud was moving in, threatening to destroy everything. Now that the baby had been born, Ezra and Aurelius were going to kill Navan. And, since I wasn’t meant to have survived the birth, I guessed I was on the chopping block, too.
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      “I have to let them in,” Mort said softly, looking toward the door.

      I nodded, knowing it was inevitable. “Fine. But they don’t touch her.”

      “If they try, they’ll have me and the grayskin to get through,” Mort agreed, heading for the clinic door and opening it out. Ezra and Aurelius were waiting just beyond, pacing the hallway with a cluster of curious coldbloods standing farther down.

      Ezra entered first, pushing past Mort to reach the bed. Navan stood in his way, stopping him from getting too close, while Mort skirted around the side to bolster the blockade. I smiled at them, though it was probably futile. They’d pry Nova out of my hands one way or the other. It was only a matter of time.

      “Stand aside,” Ezra demanded. “I wish to hold it.” I could see the disgust and excitement on his face as he stared down at the baby in my arms.

      “You’re not touching her,” Navan hissed, his eyes darkening. “You don’t need to touch her to see that she’s healthy. Mort will do all the checks you ask, but you’re not getting your hands on her until… well, until I’m not in the way anymore.”

      Mort nodded, folding his arms across his chest. “Yeah. What he said.”

      “Stand aside!” Ezra barked.

      “You’re not touching her. What part of that don’t you understand? You’re not holding her, you’re not getting close to her, and that’s final.” Navan stood taller, his muscles tensing for a fight. I didn’t want Ezra or Aurelius to hold my baby, but I didn’t want any violence breaking out either. Nova was sleeping, and the noise would only disturb her.

      “You dare to tell me what I can and can’t do?” Ezra was getting angrier by the second, while Aurelius simply smirked. “I will hold it!”

      “For starters, you can stop calling her ‘it.’ She’s a she, and her name’s Nova,” Mort fired back. “And if you try to come any closer, I’ll make a flesh wall between us. There’s a sight you don’t want to see—and I’ll never get my figure back if I do it, but I’m willing to make an exception for Nova.”

      Ezra scoffed. “You named it?”

      “Why wouldn’t we?” I rasped, my whole body resting on the brink of exhaustion.

      Ezra took a step forward, but Mort cut him off. “I mean it,” he warned, morphing out of the shape of Doctor Ulani and beginning to stretch out his pooling flesh. The rebel leader looked horrified.

      “Listen, you shifter scum, after all the deceitful things you’ve done, I’ll see to it that you’re the next one in the line of fire, do you understand?” he spat. “As soon as we’re rid of that embarrassment to the coldblood race, who’s responsible for creating this abomination, you’ll be taking his place.” He jabbed a finger at Navan.

      Suddenly, everything felt too real. I had a baby in my arms, whom I loved with all my heart—an instant, overwhelming love that words couldn’t describe—but she wasn’t going to be mine for long. They’d kill Navan, they’d kill Mort, they’d take what they needed from Nova, then come for me and kill me, too. I didn’t know if they’d keep Nova around for a while, in case they needed fresh samples, but they’d definitely execute her at some point down the line. Being what she was, she couldn’t be allowed to live. It was like Mort had said: in some corners of the universe, such things simply weren’t tolerated.

      “What are you going to do with her?” I whispered, my throat choked with gut-wrenching sobs. I’d never understood the true meaning of heartache until that very moment, feeling like my heart might actually shatter into a million pieces under the grief of not knowing what our future might be—what her future might be.

      Ezra shot me a cold look. “Lazar is going to take a sample from it. We’ll keep the thing alive as long as it’s useful to us. It might never see the light of day, but it’ll be permitted life for a while longer.”

      It wasn’t much of a consolation, and I hadn’t expected to feel comforted. “That’s not good enough. You’d never kill a child. Not even you are cold enough to do that,” I said. “So, let us stay together—keep us locked up if you have to, but let us stay together. Me, Navan, Nova… and Mort. Let him live, too. Nova needs her father, and I need him, too.”

      Ezra snorted. “I don’t understand what the big deal is. I never had a mother and father, and I turned out just fine. That thing will be fine, too.” He smiled icily. “Besides, it’ll have you for a while yet, until it can be healthy on its own. Once your usefulness has come to an end, you won’t have to worry about its future anymore because you won’t be around to see it.”

      “Shall I?” Aurelius murmured eagerly.

      Ezra turned to him. “Yes, seize him. He should never have been allowed to enter this room in the first place. I’ve already been too lenient with you, Riley, and now it’s time you learned that you have no power to make demands here.”

      Aurelius beckoned for two guards, the three of them advancing on Navan. Mort tried to build his promised flesh wall, but he wasn’t fast enough, and the guards knocked his overstretched figure to the side of the room. In Aurelius’s hands, I saw the flicker of electromagnetic cuffs ready to capture Navan. Tears coursed from my eyes as I struggled to sit up, wanting to do something. Had I not had Nova in my arms, I could’ve lunged to his aid, but her tiny, vulnerable form held me back. This wasn’t a battle I could fight.

      “Get your hands off me!” Navan roared, as one of the guards leapt toward him, brandishing a shock stick. A shiver of electricity ran through Navan’s body, making him spasm as the other guard shoved him forward, where Aurelius was ready with the cuffs.

      “Let him go!” I screamed, but nobody was listening.

      They’d almost wrestled him from the clinic when Lazar burst into the room, panting heavily, clutching at his sides. Judging by the sweat on his brow, he’d run from the other side of the space station. Mort had told me that’s where the alchemy labs were kept.

      “Stop!” Lazar gasped. “Ezra, I won’t distill your immortality elixir unless you spare Navan’s life, and those of his wife and daughter. I won’t be able to function if I have to face the thought of my nephew’s death.”

      Ezra narrowed his eyes. “What did you just say?”

      Lazar stood a little taller, catching his breath. “I said, I won’t distill your elixir if you execute my nephew and his family. I won’t be able to bear it if you do, and you won’t find anyone else who can make the formula correctly. That replicator is made to my specifications, and only I know what quantities are needed, when the time comes.”

      I stared at him in amazement, impressed that Lazar had finally developed a sense of courage. It took guts to stand up to a guy like Ezra, and the one-eyed coldblood wasn’t even trembling. His voice was clear, and so was his intent.

      An exasperated sigh hissed from Ezra’s throat. “Very well. Your nephew can live for now, but if you ever try something like this again, I’ll see to it that you’re punished. I’m only allowing this transgression because we’ve got to start on the elixir immediately.” His voice was low and menacing, his eyes revealing an unsettling fury. It hadn’t been a good day for Ezra.

      “Understood,” Lazar replied, his courage fading slightly.

      A tense pause bristled between the two men. “Well?” Ezra asked.

      “Chief?”

      “Get on with it.”

      With a nervous nod, Lazar edged forward, clutching his briefcase. As soon as my eyes drifted toward the case, I felt my craving for the sweetblood return—it reminded me of all the injections, the golden serum flowing deliciously through my bloodstream. I wanted more, and I wanted it now. My hungry eyes stared at Lazar as he approached, his brow furrowing in concern. We hadn’t told him about the addiction, considering there was nothing he could do about administering the serum, but in the last week or so I had a feeling he’d started to suspect something was up.

      “I’m just going to take a quick sample, Riley,” he said, retrieving a circular contraption, similar to the one that had revealed my unexpected pregnancy. This one was bigger, with a canister set into the surface, but I imagined it served the same purpose—collecting blood.

      “Don’t hurt her,” I replied, pulling Nova closer.

      “It will only last a second,” Lazar assured me, pressing the circular device to the side of Nova’s plump thigh. She began to cry as the needle pricked her skin, the canister filling rapidly. Looking up, Lazar flashed an apologetic look. “I might have to take some more later, but this will be all for now.”

      I nodded, jiggling Nova gently to try to hush her. “Do I need any more of that growth serum, do you think, to heal the damage of the birth?” I asked hopefully, salivating at the thought of the sweetblood.

      Lazar frowned. “I can administer some to you, but I don’t think it will help fix the damage.” There was a hint of subtext in his words, as though he knew what I really wanted it for. “I have other serums for repairing the impact of the birth, which I’ve brought with me. I’ll give them to Navan so he can give them to you later, once you’ve rested a while.”

      “Do you have what you need?” Ezra snapped impatiently.

      “Yes, Chief.”

      “Then what are you waiting for? Get back to the lab!”

      “Yes, Chief.” Lazar scuttled away, tucking the sample of blood away in his briefcase.

      With my body still hungry for the sensation of the sweetblood, Navan scooped me into his arms. I was still fairly massive from the pregnancy, but he lifted me as though I weighed nothing, while I carried Nova in my arms, holding her close.

      Aurelius eyed the child as we passed him, looking a little green. “Why is there so much screaming?” he mumbled, as though in a trance. I wondered if he was thinking about Seraphina giving birth to his own child. He hadn’t told us how far along she was, but I doubted she’d been allowed the luxury of postponing the pregnancy. I shuddered, thinking about some kind of serum being used on her, too. Honestly, I despised Aurelius more than anyone, even Ezra. And wherever she was, I knew that Seraphina was likely having the same mixed feelings I’d had about her impending child.
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      Back in the relative safety of our room, I filled the basin with water and began to wash Nova, her little arms shaking as I dabbed away the remnants of the birth. She looked so small and vulnerable, her hands balling into fists. When she was clean, I carried her to the bed and lay down with her in my arms, while Navan snuggled up next to us, one arm around my shoulders, the other reaching for Nova’s little hands. It was impossible to believe that we’d created this tiny, perfect little creature. Yet, somehow, here she was, nestled in my arms, her eyes closed in sleep.

      “Can you believe we made her?” Navan cooed, his chest puffed out with pride.

      “I can’t, but no matter what Ezra does, I’m so glad we did,” I replied, stroking her chubby cheeks. Nova was undeniably cute, her scarlet wings lying flat against her back, the edges curving around her like she’d been placed in a weird, red banana leaf. As long as I was looking at her, I wasn’t thinking about the sweetblood.

      With the most adorable yawn I’d ever seen, she blinked her slate-colored eyes open, staring up at us both in bemusement. I smiled down at her, leaning in to kiss her forehead. She smelled so good I wanted to nibble on her, feeling content to just watch and be with her.

      The contentment didn’t last long, however, as a shivering wail of distress reverberated from her tiny lungs, cutting through the air like a dagger. It was precisely the kind of pitch and volume that couldn’t be ignored, which I guessed was the point. For a good ten minutes she continued to cry like that, the volume only getting louder, no matter how much I hushed her in soothing tones. I didn’t have a manual to help me through all of this, but I knew there were four key reasons a baby could be screaming: it was hungry, it was tired, it had soiled itself, or it wanted comfort.

      I lifted my shirt and unclipped my bra, holding Nova to my swollen breast. She latched on immediately, nursing with a soft suckling sound that made her look unbelievably cute again. Her tiny hand balled into a fist, which rested contentedly on my chest. It was only as I turned to Navan that I saw his horrified face.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “What are you doing?”

      I frowned. “Nursing her with my milk. Don’t coldblood women do this?”

      “No, I’ve never seen a baby do that,” he said, evidently stunned. “On Vysanthe, we’re fed on blood as soon as we’re born. It usually doesn’t come from the mother, though there are myths that it used to be what our species did, long ago, when they first started to populate the planet. I never believed it, but now… well, now I’ve seen everything.”

      “I’m just glad Mort isn’t here.” I chuckled, trying to push away thoughts of how weird it felt to be nursing a baby. “Do you think this means she prefers human food?”

      “Maybe. I guess only time will tell,” he replied thoughtfully, trying hard not to stare at my boobs. I stifled a giggle, focusing on Nova instead.
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      As soon as she’d finished nursing, the screaming started again almost instantaneously. I dressed her in the clothes that Mort had delivered to the room. I wondered if she was cold or uncomfortable, but nothing changed the quavering, distressed pitch of her screams. I tried rocking her, but it only made the screaming worse. Navan tried, too, but nothing either of us did seemed to help.

      An hour blended into two, then three, then four, but Nova’s wails didn’t stop; they were incessant, making my eardrums rattle, my whole body on edge. I was already tense enough from needing my fix of sweetblood, and my patience was wearing thin. I felt anxious, terrified that I was going to snap at Nova. I didn’t want to be the kind of mom who shouted at her kids when she was coming down or craving a hit. I’d been that kid; I didn’t want that for mine.

      Even so, the screams were getting harder and harder to bear. Navan had administered two of the shots that Lazar had given him to inject me with, putting them both into the side of my neck, but they’d done nothing to help my longing for sweetblood. Mort kept saying he’d bring some of the blackwatch tea, to take the edge off, but he’d yet to appear with any. It was disappointing, but I guessed the shots didn’t have any of the sweetblood substance in them. Navan had assured me that neither of the serums contained any stimulants; he’d heard of them during his apprenticeship days, and knew they were safe.

      “Is it just me, or is this not normal?” Navan asked, on the cusp of hour five of relentless shrieking.

      “I don’t know what coldbloods do, but I’m pretty sure human babies don’t cry for this long without any stopping at all,” I replied, feeling unbelievably naïve. This was the kind of stuff I’d thought I wouldn’t need to know for years to come.

      “Should we get Mort or Lazar to check her?”

      I gazed at the contorted face of my beautiful baby, her cheeks almost scarlet with exertion. A shiver of panic shot through my spine, lighting a paranoid fire in my brain. What if Nova’s crying had something to do with the side effects of the growth serum? If the silver root had somehow entered her system, too, making her susceptible to stimulants, then it stood to reason that the sweetblood would be affecting her, the same way it was affecting me. Only, she had no way of communicating her suffering, other than to scream it from her tiny-yet-effective lungs.

      “I think we need to get Mort,” I whispered, feeling tears rise. I’d done this to my child. I’d infected her body with the silver root and made her addicted to the sweetblood. This was all my fault.

      “Are you okay?” Navan asked, steadying me with his strong hands.

      I nodded. “I think… I think she might be addicted to the stuff in the growth serum, like me.”

      A wave of fear washed over his face. “I’ll get Mort.”

      Less than five minutes after us calling out of the intercom for someone to fetch Mort, the familiar beep of the retinal scan sounded in the hallway beyond our room. As the hefty blast door opened, I stood up with Nova screeching in my arms, expecting to see the familiar face of Mort. Instead, Ezra strode across the threshold, a menacing look on his face. It seemed, after our face-off in the clinic, he was now intent on observing our every move, where Nova was concerned, at least.

      “You can hear that thing through the walls of this place,” he said sourly. “For five hours, we’ve listened to it howl through the vents. Can’t you shut it up?”

      “That’s what we called Mort here for,” I replied. “He’s the one who can help, not you.”

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?”

      I frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “The child is half-coldblood—it needs blood, not whatever you are giving it. I’ve read horror stories of what your kind do to feed your young. A nasty, filthy business. This child doesn’t need any of that. It needs good, nutritious blood.”

      I imagined Ezra was the kind of guy who’d complain in a coffeeshop if he saw a woman breastfeeding, and I wanted to wipe the smug look off his face for thinking it was nasty. What did he know? His people drank the blood of other beings. As far as I was concerned, he was the weird one, not me. Naturally, I excluded Navan from my angry thoughts, since his habits were closer to eating meat than other alien beings.

      “You’re not feeding her blood,” I said.

      “Navan, would you talk some sense into your pet?” Ezra sighed, brandishing a small vial of something red and viscous. I didn’t want to know where it had come from, though I knew it couldn’t be human blood. Back in Texas, they’d said it was too potent to consume raw.

      “My wife,” Navan corrected him.

      Ezra rolled his eyes. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. Whatever she is to you, tell her that creature needs blood.”

      Navan turned a sheepish glance in my direction. “It couldn’t hurt to try… Maybe she needs both.”

      I eyed the vial of blood with uncertainty, but knew Navan was right. Nova was half of both of us, and I had to come to terms with everything that entailed.

      “Fine, but Navan can give it to her,” I insisted.

      With surprising willingness, Ezra gave the vial to Navan, before covering his ears and taking a step back. It seemed Nova’s screams were enough to silence a man as powerful as Ezra. Had my head not been ringing, I would’ve laughed.

      Taking Nova from me, Navan held her in his arms and tipped the vial toward her lips. The scarlet droplets dribbled into her mouth, her screams quieting as she swallowed the viscous substance. I watched her with bated breath, praying it worked, even if it meant she had to drink blood for the rest of her life. I mean, she could be a coldblood like Navan, sticking to the blood of animals.

      A moment later, the red liquid came bubbling back up, gushing across Navan’s shirt. Her screams resumed a split second afterward, the sound garbled as it pushed through the blood left in her mouth. Her tiny hands balled into fists once more, flailing against her dad’s chest. It hadn’t worked.

      “Get out!” I screamed at Ezra, stalking toward him. “Take your crappy ideas and get the hell out of this room!”

      The rebel leader lifted his hands and backed away without another word, disappearing out into the hallway, retreating to a safe distance. I didn’t care if they could hear Nova’s cries everywhere else on the station; if we had to listen to it, after what they’d done to us, then so did they. This was all their fault, forcing the growth serum onto me. I just prayed, for Nova’s sake, that something could ease her torment—something that didn’t involve more of the growth serum. If her withdrawal was anything like mine, I wanted to take the pain from her.

      “I’m sorry, Riley,” Navan said softly, bringing Nova back over. “I thought it would work.”

      “So did I.”

      A few minutes later, the chamber door opened once more with the strangled beep of the retinal scan. Every sound was grating on my already-overwrought ears. I braced myself, ready to scream at Ezra until he retreated again, but it was Mort who stepped into the space. He looked frazzled, his skin dangling at his elbows with more floppiness than previously.

      “I came as quickly as I could,” he gasped. “Jeez, she’s got a pair of lungs on her, hasn’t she? You can hear her from the other end of the station. Must be driving you mad.”

      I gave him a hard stare. “You think?”

      He hurried over and brushed back the downy, dark hairs on the top of her head. Even with the screams, he was still clearly besotted. He had a bag in his hand, which he lay on the bed, retrieving a couple of unusual devices.

      “You know what’s wrong?” Navan asked, surprised.

      “She’s been screeching for five hours, grayskin. I had a pretty good idea something was up.”

      “What do you think it is?” I wondered, getting more worried by the second.

      “I’ve been having a think about that,” he replied, sifting through his bag until he found another of the small, circular devices that seemed to be used to take blood samples. “I wonder if it might have something to do with all that gunk in your bloodstream, affecting little Nova the same way it’s affecting you.”

      “Looks like all that pretending is finally paying off,” Navan said. “You almost sounded like a doctor then.”

      “All right, Captain Snark, I’m all you’ve got, so zip it.”

      “Can you test her for the silver root?” I bit my lip, the nerves getting the better of me. I didn’t want to be responsible for her suffering.

      He nodded. “Why else would I have a bag of medical goodies with me? I’m not lugging it around for my own amusement.”

      He was nervous too; I recognized it in the curt tone of his voice.

      Taking out a circular device, he pressed it to the crook of Nova’s elbow and took a sample of her blood. There was a small screen on top, like the pregnancy test, though this one was colored blue. I wondered if that meant it tested for something specific. A few moments later, a list of symbols popped up on the screen, causing Mort to furrow his already-wrinkled brow.

      “The test is inconclusive,” he said, exasperated. “Looks like there’s only one thing for it.”

      My heart began to race. “What?”

      “I need to give her some of that stuff they’ve been injecting into you, see if it calms her down,” he replied reluctantly, evidently hating the thought as much as I did.

      “No, you can’t do that,” Navan interjected.

      “It’s the only way to know. I’m aware it’s a pretty freaking messed up thing to do, but what’s the alternative? You want her to keep howling this place down? It’s only going to get worse, especially when the pair of you can’t sleep. I’d offer to help, but I need ten hours a night or else my skin puffs up,” he said, entirely serious.

      I gulped. “He’s right… He’s right… We have to see if that’s what the problem is.”

      “Lucky for you, I’ve come prepared.” Mort plucked a small bottle from his bag and brandished it triumphantly. “Swiped it from that one-eyed guy’s stockpile while his head was turned. Don’t think he likes me much.”

      “What is it?” It was an almost-glittery substance, champagne colored and flecked with silver particles, not like the usual golden serum that Lazar had been administering.

      “Raw sweetblood, direct from the veins of a Saccharine. Not sure which type, didn’t bother to check, but I know it’s the good stuff,” he explained. I looked at it hungrily, knowing I’d snatch it from his hands and down it in an instant if he and Navan weren’t watching me.

      “She threw up the blood Ezra brought,” Navan said nervously. “I don’t want to make her sick.”

      “This isn’t like that. There’s almost no viscosity to this stuff. It’s not thick and gross, like most blood. That’s why species across the universe use it to sweeten their food and drink. Can I hold her?” Mort sounded overly eager, his eyes fixed on Nova’s screeching face.

      Navan nodded, flashing me a glance to make sure it was okay. I nodded back. Mort wasn’t going to harm our little girl. Everyone else on the station might want to, but he wasn’t one of them. As he cradled her awkwardly in his arms, he lifted the bottle of raw sweetblood to her lips and trickled in a few drops, letting the mixture settle on her tongue before putting the bottle down. He rocked her gently as we all waited for the verdict.

      A minute or so later, Nova quieted, her features softening to a contented calm. Her fists relaxed, her eyes seeking out the shifter’s face. Either Mort was a magician, his rocking sending her to sleep, or the sweetblood had worked.

      “I did this to her,” I whispered, realizing the truth. “She’s addicted to it, like me.”

      Mort shook his head. “I think it might be more than that, Riley.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I hate to be the bearer of crappy news, but I think this might be an innate part of what she needs to survive,” he explained. “Coldbloods need blood to survive, right? And she is half you, half him—human food is never going to be enough. She might be able to eat it, to a certain extent, but so can coldbloods. They can stomach it, but it doesn’t give them the goods, so to speak. I doubt it’ll ever be enough to satisfy her. I imagine she’ll need this stuff for the rest of her life, in order to properly exist.”

      “How do you know?” I gasped, hoping it wasn’t true.

      “Look at her cheeks. They’re all pink and healthy now. Were they when you nursed her, or whatever it is you weirdo humans do?”

      I shook my head.

      “Exactly. I hate to say it, but I think the wee one needs this stuff to survive.”

      Navan put his arm around me, holding me close. “Hey, it’s not the end of the world,” he said. “If Nova can only consume this type of blood to survive, then that’s okay. This stuff is plentiful. There are multiple Saccharine species across the universe—the Satang tribe, Seoltang tribe, and Satou tribe are the most commonly found, and they’re an intelligent, humanoid species like you, but there are a few smaller groups, too, dotted around, like the Halu and Alsukar tribes. They’re not quite as humanoid, more like merevins, but their blood is just as good.”

      “Says the connoisseur,” Mort quipped.

      “What I’m saying is, she won’t go hungry,” Navan continued. “Those first three are similar to the elves you find in human mythology. Not the festive kind, but the magical, elegant kinds. They’re a strong, intelligent race who’ve taken to selling their blood voluntarily as an export, as a means to develop their civilizations.”

      Wherever the sweetblood came from, it seemed that Nova would forever depend on it to survive. She couldn’t live without it, and it was all because of Ezra and Aurelius, forcing her to grow at an unnatural rate inside me. I would make them pay for what they’d done to us, to my family. If it was the last thing I did, I would make them suffer as we had.
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      Mort brought several vials of pilfered sweetblood in the days that followed, leaving enough to get Nova through the day and night, and bringing more every morning. The scent of it drove me crazy, my body somehow recognizing the smell of the substance it craved. I was still nursing her, though she grew more and more disinterested in what I had to offer, preferring the sweetblood above all other things. I couldn’t be near whenever Navan fed her, retreating to the far side of the room and sitting there, miserable, as he tipped each vial into her mouth. I wanted to be close to her, wanted to be the one feeding her, but she didn’t want my milk.

      Barely three days had passed, and I was struggling with my own addiction to the sweetblood. It was worse than I ever could have imagined, my body feeling hot and uncomfortable every second of every day. It was like an itch I couldn’t scratch, and it was driving me insane.

      “There’s no easy way out of this,” Mort said, as he arrived to drop off the morning’s vials. I was sitting on a chair in the corner, shaking through the aftereffects of my addiction.

      “I’m well aware of that,” I snapped, hating the hunched, furtive monster I’d become.

      “Addiction is a tricky bastard, by all accounts. It’s deep in your bones and doesn’t want to be booted out.” He smiled apologetically, pausing to coo over Nova. “If anyone can kick its ass, though, it’s you.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “No problemo, sweet-cheeks!”

      “Hey, I’m a mother now. You can’t go around calling me sweet-cheeks,” I teased, though my heart wasn’t in it.

      “Not that you should be going around calling anyone that,” Navan interjected, looking up from feeding Nova the last of yesterday’s vials.

      Mort grinned. “Killjoy.”

      They had been getting along much better since Nova’s arrival, the two of them bonding over a mutual adoration for the tiny, scarlet-winged creature. I was just grateful that everyone was still alive, thanks to Lazar’s quick thinking. Nova had her mom and dad, and Mort had a family to hang on to. It seemed fitting, considering he’d lost his along the way, due to his own foolishness. Perhaps this was him making amends for the mistakes he’d made.

      “Have you seen the gruesome twosome today?” I wondered, thinking of Ezra and Aurelius.

      He shook his head. “Nah, they’re nose-deep in elixir stuff, trying to get a formula to work. They’ve been cooped up in there since this little one arrived. I’m starting to hope they might’ve died—toxic fumes or something.”

      “A nice thought,” Navan agreed.

      I nodded. “At least they’re leaving us alone. I was sure they’d come back as soon as Lazar headed back to work.”

      “Looks like you aren’t the center of the universe anymore,” Mort teased. “Speaking of which, I have some business to attend to, teaching these gray-skinned morons about human anatomy. Those idiots actually think I learned something from you! All I know is, if a human woman is giving birth, do not look down the barrel of that gun. It’ll scar you for life. It probably has scarred you for life, right?”

      I shot him a disapproving stare. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

      “Indeed I do. I’ll leave you to your milking, or whatever the hell it is you do.”

      With that, he handed the box of vials to Navan and bounded out of the room, but not before he’d leaned in to plant a soft kiss on Nova’s head. I didn’t have the heart to tell him to back off my baby; the shifter was already acting like a second father.

      “Oh God, my daughter really is going to call him Uncle Mort, isn’t she?” I said.

      Navan laughed. “He’s not so bad.”

      “You’ve changed your tune,” I remarked, arching an eyebrow.

      “What can I say? Fatherhood has changed me.”

      I watched him feed Nova the rest of the vial before he got up off the bed and brought her over to me. He paused, gazing down into her eyes. There was a hesitancy in his manner that confused me.

      “I’m just going to take a quick shower to get all this sweat and grime off me,” he said, glancing nervously at me. “A change of clothes just isn’t cutting it. I’m pretty sure I’ve got the last of that vomited blood stuck to me somewhere.”

      I reached for Nova, and Navan settled her into my arms. “Go ahead. I might take one after.”

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay, looking after her on your own?”

      So, there it was. Navan’s doubt in me. I might have been a recovering addict, but I wasn’t incompetent. I could look after my own child. My stomach dropped, wondering if that was precisely what social services had said to my mother, when she’d first had me. I shook off the uneasy feeling, trying to push down the anger rising through me. How dare he question my mothering skills! He hadn’t been through any of what I’d been through, so how dare he say a word about it!

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, with clipped politeness.

      “Are you sure? I can wait until Mort comes back again, or go when Lazar comes later for a check-in.” He looked antsy, hesitant to leave us alone for even a minute. It took everything I had not to snap at him.

      I smiled sweetly. “Honestly, I’ll be fine. You go and get clean. I’m looking forward to my turn, once you’re out.”

      He dipped and kissed me on the forehead, placing another on Nova’s cheek. “Okay, if you’re sure. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      He paused in the doorway to the bathroom. “I do, you know? I love you so much it feels like my heart could burst.” He smiled shyly. “You’re the mother of my child, and the wife I’ve always dreamt of, but you’re also the most incredible woman I’ve ever met. I can’t even put into words how amazing I think you are. I’ve never seen anyone as strong as you, pushing through the birth the way you did, keeping calm even though me and Mort had no idea what we were doing. Just when I thought I couldn’t love you any more, you go and do something like that.”

      I blushed, my anger dissipating. “It means a lot to hear you say that.”

      “Well, you deserve to be told. I know I’m not very good with words, but you deserve to be told as often as possible.”

      “Go on, before I start blubbering. That shower is waiting,” I urged him, chuckling.

      He disappeared into the bathroom, the door closing behind him. I waited for the sound of the shower to start, the hot water streaming down and hitting the glass of the cubicle, before I jumped up and dove for the box of vials that Mort had brought. I was still holding Nova in my arms when I downed the contents of a bottle, tasting the sugary sweetness of the sweetblood in its raw form. I’d never tasted anything more delicious.

      If you’re going to be a good mother to Nova, you need to have some mental clarity. You can’t go around shaking and shivering all the time. What if you drop her? It’s not as though the sweetblood makes you crazy or prompts you to do stupid things. Nova needs you to drink this, because she needs to have her mom back. You can’t be that person without the sweetblood, you know you can’t, so just swallow it and get on with your day. It was so easy to rationalize it, the silky liquid just slipping down the back of my throat.

      Afterward, guilt overwhelmed me, turning my stomach into knots. I’d consumed it, barely thinking twice about what I was doing. My body had craved it, and I’d given in, regardless of the effects it would have on me when I tried to withdraw again. I wondered if there was some way that Nova and I could both dine on sweetblood, to satisfy our need for it. Perhaps it wouldn’t be too weird if I joined her in a sweetblood diet.

      You’re just like your mother, another voice whispered in my head. I bet she rationalized it all like this, promising each time would be the last. And where did that leave her? Having to fight to see her daughter, forced to turn up on her doorstep in the hopes she’d accept a check and welcome her back into her life.

      No, this had to stop.

      I lay Nova down in her makeshift crib, a crate lined with pillows, and waited on the edge of the bed with the box of vials in my hands. As I sat there, I listened to the sound of the cascading shower, thinking about my birthparents. I’d been so hard on them for so long, and while I didn’t fully forgive them for their abandonment and selfishness, part of me was starting to see things from their side. Addiction was, ironically, a tough pill to swallow. Their addiction had lasted far longer than mine, and yet… looking at Nova, I knew there was one reason to battle against it all. It was a choice they hadn’t made until it was too late, and I wasn’t going to make the same mistake.

      “What happened?” Navan asked upon seeing my expression, as soon as he’d come back from his shower. His eyes flitted to the box in my hands.

      “I drank one. I couldn’t help it—I’ve felt so miserable, not being my usual self, and I wanted the pain and discomfort to stop,” I replied. “It was a stupid, impulsive thing to do, and I knew I had to tell you as soon as I’d done it because, if I’m going to overcome this, I need your help.”

      “I’ll make those monsters pay for what they’ve done to you,” Navan whispered venomously, crossing the room to kneel in front of me. He reached for my hands, looking deep into my eyes. “I swear, I’ll always be here for you and for Nova, no matter how hard things get. I’ll help you through this, because I know this isn’t your fault. They did this to you, and they did this to our daughter, and they won’t get away with it.”

      Dressed in nothing but a towel, he leaned up to kiss me on the lips, his hands cupping my face. His muscles rippled as he kissed me, his abdomen pressing against my legs. With the injections that Navan was giving me, things were healing after Nova’s traumatic birth, but I wasn’t sure when I’d feel normal enough to resume our usual passion again. If this kiss was anything to go by, I hoped it wouldn’t be long.

      He’d just broken away to get changed into a t-shirt and pants when the beep of the retinal scan buzzed, and the door slid open. Ezra stormed in a second later, a cruel smile on his lips. He looked tired, but that didn’t seem to be deterring him from his victory lap. Judging by the smug expression on his face, he had good news… though I wasn’t sure it’d be good for us.

      “You’ll be thrilled to know the immortality elixir is coming along nicely,” he said, without any preamble. “I’ve got to say, that blood you created is really something. You must be so proud that you are the ones responsible for the immortal future of the Vysanthean race. When we spread across the universe, and all these planets fall to their knees before us, that will all be because of you.”

      Navan stepped toward him. “The elixir is to promote peace, not war.”

      “You’re an idiot if you believe that. Looks like you share your uncle’s trite views,” Ezra mocked. “Of course, it’ll start out as peaceful, but power is a beast that must be fed. Even if we don’t go looking for a fight, we’ll eventually have to seek out new pastures for our people. Immortality tends to expand a population.”

      “What are you even doing here, Ezra? Have you just come to gloat?” I shot back. “If you are, you can leave.”

      He grinned. “I just came to tell you that, soon, we won’t have any need for the three of you. Plus, I wanted to come and decide who I should kill first.” He let his gaze drift toward Nova. My anger flared. “I suppose she would be the easiest.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I hissed, grasping Nova’s crate.

      “Or maybe I’ll start with you so you don’t have to be there when I slice open her tiny throat,” he said. “Would that be kinder?”

      “Get out.” My voice simmered with barely concealed threat.

      “How about I execute Navan first, and make the two of you watch? He’s the one responsible for all of this, right? None of it could’ve happened without him, unless I made one of my men do the despicable act. Naturally, I’d never be so cruel.” He licked his lips. “But you know how desperate times can call for desperate measures, and they haven’t seen their wives in so long. Maybe I’ll keep you around for further… experimentation.”

      “Get out!” I screamed, as Navan lunged for Ezra, knocking him to the ground.

      With one hard shove, I pushed Nova’s crate under the bed, knowing she’d be safe there, before whirling around to help Navan pin Ezra to the ground. On his belt, I saw the flash of a knife, grasping for it before he could wrestle out of Navan’s grip. The blade snapped free of its sheath. Wielding it in one hand, I dove forward until I was straddling his chest, one of my knees digging into his sternum. It was an Aksavdo move that served to weaken a coldblood opponent by blocking the flow of blood, while Navan was immobilizing him with another Aksavdo move, pushing down hard on the sides of his neck, bringing him close to the edge of unconsciousness.

      The position was eerily familiar. Beneath me, Ezra’s eyes were wide and terrified, his mouth opening and closing like that of a beached fish. A flicker of Pandora’s face flashed in my mind, her eyes looking up at me in the same way from the floor of the Draconian temple on Zai. I supposed there was a cruel poetry to what I was doing, though I wasn’t about to wait around for him to plead for his life. He didn’t deserve the privilege.

      So much for no violence, I thought. With one almighty roar, I plunged the dagger into the base of Ezra’s throat. He looked at me in surprise, just as his sister had, though a curious smirk dragged up the weakening corners of his mouth. Blood bloomed from the wound, oozing out across his neck. I left the blade in as he began to gargle and choke, more blood spewing from the gash, spilling down his chest, while his body convulsed beneath me.

      At last, he stilled, his eyes going blank.

      “Did we… Did we kill him?” I whispered, shuffling away from him and standing up.

      Navan nodded in disbelief, joining me as we stared down at Ezra’s dead body. “I think we did.”

      “What do we do now? If we hold him up to the scanner, do you think it’ll fool the machine into letting us out?”

      “We could try.” Navan looked the way I felt: completely shell-shocked. After so much hurt and pain and suffering at the hands of the new rebel leader, it was finally over. We could deal with Aurelius later, but Ezra was dead.

      “No need,” Ezra said, blinking rapidly as he twisted his head from side to side, stretching the muscles in his neck. “You won’t be getting out of here anytime soon, no matter how many times you try to kill me.”

      Reaching up, he took out the blade in a sickening display of bravado, the wound closing up behind. He wiped the edge on his shirt, before sliding the knife back into its sheath. With a grin, he jumped to his feet, his fingertips feeling for the swiftly closing wound.

      “What a waste of a perfectly good shirt,” he mused, glancing down at the mess I’d made of him.

      I was too shocked to move or speak.

      “How—?” Navan stuttered. Both of us were rooted to the spot.

      “Several of my soldiers have already died and risen. Naturally, I wasn’t going to be the test subject on a matter so experimental,” he explained, chuckling cruelly. “I’ve maimed myself a couple of times, to see how the wounds healed, but I wanted to be sure I’d get back up before I came here to try it out on you two. You should’ve seen your faces—so much hope, so quickly dashed.”

      I felt numb.

      “More than anything, I wanted to know what it felt like to die at someone else’s hand, you know? It’s not the same if you have to do it yourself, am I right?” He was getting smugger by the second. “Oh, and the space station is preparing to enter Vysanthe’s orbit, so brace yourselves for a bit of turbulence. The rungs of the station will start to separate into individual vessels, and then they’ll be landing. So, all in all, an exciting day.” I wanted to plunge the knife into his throat again, if only to stop him from talking.

      How could we have moved so far and so fast without noticing? The station never felt like it was going anywhere, but, apparently, it had been traveling through space all this time. Glancing at the porthole, I wondered if it was a real window at all, or merely a projection to make us think we were stationary. Another cruel trick played to perfection by Ezra.

      “What are you going to do with us?” I rasped, still reeling.

      He shrugged. “You’ll be pleased to know that, despite you plunging a knife into my throat, I plan to keep you around a while longer, in case I need the two of you to make another bundle of ingredients. I was only joking about setting my men on you. They aren’t animals, unlike your lover over here.”

      Staring at him in horror, the universe I knew began to crumble away, replaced with a nightmarish vision of shadow and destruction—a universe of burning planets and endless death. Ezra and the rebels were immortal now, and they were gearing up for a fight they couldn’t lose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Ezra left shortly afterward, leaving us alone in the bedchamber to let his twisted visit sink in. I pulled Nova back out from under the bed, checking that she was safe. She was sleeping soundly in the crate, undisturbed by what had happened with Ezra. I, on the other hand, was very disturbed. I couldn’t shake the image of him rising up like a mummy in an old horror flick. It would probably end up giving me nightmares for weeks.

      “How can we be landing on Vysanthe?” I whispered, keeping my tone calm so Nova didn’t feel the stress of the situation.

      Navan walked over to the porthole and pried it off the wall. Behind it, there was nothing but metal. “They’ve been fooling us all this time. I thought it was weird that the engines were so loud, but I guess I stopped noticing them after a while.”

      I nodded. “I thought they were powering the cloaking shield, but evidently they were pushing us through the universe at breakneck speed.”

      “I wasn’t sure space stations could handle deep-space technology, but they must have found a way to upgrade the engines without the structure breaking apart. It’s probably why it took a little longer than a ship like the Asterope would’ve.”

      “Do you think the queens know they’re here yet?”

      Navan grimaced. “If they don’t, they will soon.”

      “I don’t like any of this,” I murmured. “They’re immortal now, right? So, that means there’s no way the queens can win?”

      “I doubt it. Theoretically, there must be a way to kill them, but they’ve narrowed the target to pretty much nothing.”

      I thought back to all the ways vampires in human folklore could be killed, but Vysantheans weren’t exactly vampires. I doubted a stake to the heart could do much if a knife to the throat couldn’t kill one.

      “Do you think they can run around headless?” I asked.

      “That’s what I mean—there must be limitations,” he mused. “I doubt they could live without lungs or a heart, or a brain for that matter, but then, I don’t know what the elixir is actually capable of. It might be able to regrow organs and limbs without much trouble, or maybe it can only heal some things. Without seeing their experimental journals, it’s hard to tell.”

      “Well, we know one thing for sure: they’re going to test those limitations as soon as we land.”

      “How could that much evil come from something so good and pure?” he wondered aloud, gazing at Nova sleeping in the crate.

      I smiled sadly. “I was just thinking the same thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, the bedroom door opened, and Lazar walked in. Navan and I were nestled on the bed, making the most of our time with Nova before we landed on Vysanthe and everything changed for good. She was dozing on my chest, Navan’s arms wrapped around us both.

      I looked up as the one-eyed coldblood entered, but I didn’t bother to get up. It was hard to know what to make of Lazar, and my feelings toward him were mixed. On the one hand, he was the one who’d run from the opposite side of the station to stop Ezra from killing Navan, saving my life and Nova’s in the process. On the other hand, it was his knowledge, his deductions, and his blood replicator that were in the process of creating an immortal coldblood army. It didn’t matter how noble his reasoning was; the reality he’d created was a million miles away from his so-called utopia.

      “Good morning,” Lazar chirped.

      “Happy with your monsters, are you?” I replied coldly.

      He chuckled. “Very amusing, Riley. They aren’t monsters, they are soldiers, and they’ll forge our way to peace,” he said, with alarming confidence. “As soon as the war with the queens is won, the elixir will be distributed to every civilian in both halves of the planet. There’ll be no reason against us uniting, once the violence is over with.”

      “I didn’t think it was possible, Uncle, but you’re actually getting more delusional, the closer to destruction we get,” Navan said, shaking his head.

      Lazar smiled. “When everyone is immortal, destruction will be a thing of the past.”

      “I wasn’t just talking about lives. There’s more to a planet than the people who live on it—there are the ecosystems, the cities, the architecture, the flora, the fauna. So much of that will wither and die if our population keeps expanding, with nobody dying. You’re upsetting the natural balance,” Navan insisted.

      “Your father used to say that to me,” Lazar said frostily.

      “Perhaps, for once, he was right.”

      The one-eyed coldblood shrugged. “Well, it doesn’t matter what you or your father think about your ‘balance.’ I’m shifting the scales.”

      “No, you’re playing God,” I interjected.

      “It was about time someone did.” Lazar smiled. “Our species hasn’t evolved in thousands of years; we were due an upgrade, and I have orchestrated it. This way, we can step away from in-fighting and petty squabbles and focus on what really matters… peace amongst our people. Maybe even universal peace, with us leading the way.”

      “You’re going to wake up one day and realize what a horrible mistake you’ve made,” I said quietly. “You’re going to realize they’ve used you, and that nothing has turned out the way you thought it would. When the planets burn, and every species is forced to bow down, you’ll see that you only have yourself to blame.”

      For a split second, fear flickered across Lazar’s eye. “I’ll be there to stop anything untoward happening,” he assured me, though his voice caught momentarily. “I have taken the elixir myself, as have Ezra, Aurelius, and all their top-ranking soldiers. Unfortunately, it can’t repair what has already been taken from us, but it will prevent future injury.”

      I gave him a hard stare. “I hope you enjoy eternal life, looking back at this moment and wondering if you could’ve stopped it when you had the chance.”

      “I thought you might be in a more celebratory mood, but clearly I was wrong,” Lazar said, moving back toward the bedroom door. He let himself out without another word. We’d rained on his parade, and he wasn’t happy about it.

      As soon as he was gone, I turned to Navan. “If they offered it to you, would you take it?”

      “The elixir?”

      I nodded.

      “Why, have you got some stashed away under the bed?” he teased, making me smile.

      “It’s more of a hypothetical question. I mean, it’d be useful if you were on a level playing field with the rest of these tools, but then there’s everything else to consider.”

      His eyes took on a faraway, thoughtful look. “Honestly, I don’t think I would take it. I can’t validate the sacrifices that were made to create it, and the devastation that’s about to ensue because of it. Even if the blood sample hadn’t come from my daughter, and they hadn’t pumped my beloved wife full of poisonous drugs to get it quicker, I still don’t think I’d take it.” He paused, gazing down at me. “What about you?”

      “I might have liked the idea of being immortal, once upon a time, but this little one has changed everything,” I replied, cooing over Nova. “We’ve seen the way she reacts to blood, and that elixir is pretty much entirely made up of blood. Even if she wanted to take it, I doubt her body could handle the potency. If I couldn’t be immortal with you and her, together, then I wouldn’t want to be. An eternal life with nobody to love must be a pretty lonely place.”

      Navan smiled, leaning down to kiss me passionately on the lips. “Then I’m glad I’ve only got the one, short life with you.”
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, while the space station was hovering close to Vysanthe’s orbit, apparently undetected by the Vysanthean forces, I went to visit Mort for my latest checkup with Nova. He never bothered to do anything medical on his morning deliveries, knowing how much I savored my afternoon breaks, away from the stifling claustrophobia of the bedroom.

      I was sitting on a stool, waiting for the experimental batch of blackwatch tuber tea that Mort was brewing up for me, the two of us chatting amiably about Nova’s sleep patterns, now that she’d started taking the sweetblood regularly. The shifter was weighing her on the scales, going over a number of checklists that he’d come up with to make sure she was in good health.

      “You’re getting pretty good at this doctor stuff,” I commended him.

      He smiled. “See, I told you masquerading as Doctor Ulani would pay off. I should make you apologize to him for saying he’d overused the guy.”

      “Please don’t. I don’t ever want to see Doctor Ulani again.”

      “That bad?”

      “I just associate you, as him, with a whole lot of awful memories.”

      “I knew you’d come around to my fleshy pools in the end. The ladies always do. Don’t they, Nova? Yes, they do, don’t they? They do,” he babbled, lifting Nova into the air. She squealed with delight, her wings springing out. They were truly beautiful, though I couldn’t help associating them with the girl I’d seen in my vision.

      None of the other visions came true. This one isn’t going to, I chided myself, knowing I had to push away dark thoughts. Nova was nothing but purity and light, the epitome of goodness.

      “Can you not direct your filth at my daughter?”

      He chuckled. “She doesn’t mind. Look how happy she is to be with Uncle Mort!” He set her down on the table, swaddling her in a blanket as she beamed up at him, her slate eyes sparkling. “Have you heard much about the invasion, tucked away in your nutjob box?”

      I shook my head. “Not a word, other than, ‘We’re doing this all for world peace, we swear.’ The usual crap that starts wars and normally ends in genocide.”

      “Ooh, you’re dark today, Riley Idrax.” He whooped. “Well, let me be your harbinger of doom, then. From what I’ve heard on my snooping expeditions upstairs, the rebels are planning to attack old Brishy-britches first.”

      “Makes sense, after what Gianne did to the North. I doubt there’s much left to fight for.”

      “Exactamundo. Only problem is, Ezra keeps threatening to kill me once we land, as a little entrée to get him riled up for the battle to come. Some fellas need help with that, I hear,” he joked, though there was real anxiety in his voice. “Anyway, I’ve been looking for a way out, but I’ve come up empty. For once in my life, I’ve got no plans for wriggling free, and you know how I love to wriggle.”

      “I do… I’ve seen you do it way too many times to block it out of my memory.” I was trying to keep things lighthearted, but, truthfully, I was worried about him. After how protective he’d been of Nova, and all the things he’d done to help with our shared addiction, I trusted him wholeheartedly. Against all odds, he’d become a friend, someone I enjoyed being around.

      “You got any suggestions for me locked away in that sweetblood-addled mind of yours?”

      I smiled sadly. “Navan and I want to get Nova out of here, too, but it looks like we’re all coming up empty.”

      “Well then, how’s about we work together on this little jailbreak?” He waggled the flesh above his eyes. “If we can nab an escape pod, we might be able to make it to Mallarot. It’s the perfect spot to keep our heads down for a while. Nobody goes there, even folks looking for fugitives. It’s too boring for anyone to bother with, unless you’re a gumshi enthusiast.”

      “You’re forgetting one thing,” I said, as Mort offered me a cup of the blackwatch tea.

      “What’s that?”

      “We have to get off Vysanthe alive, first.” There appeared to be a lot of ifs involved, which made me very uneasy. On a mission like this, I longed for certainties.

      Mort flashed me a grin. “Fortunately for you, I know the oldest trick in the book. Eczema and his brownnosing chum might just be too absorbed in seeing whose is bigger to even notice they’re being duped.”

      “What’s your plan? We’ll have to come up with something pretty quick if we want to get out of here before this thing lands,” I whispered, sipping my tea and pulling a face. It tasted disgusting, but if it helped curb my addiction I’d down the whole damn thing.

      “On Earth, did you ever see a glorious film called Star Trek IV?”

      I shook my head. “No, Star Trek was never my thing.”

      Mort grinned wider than I’d ever seen him grin before. “Well then, you’re going to love this.”
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      Dim lights flickered above me in rapid succession, dancing across my eyeballs in a dizzying projection, the thrum of the levitating gurney vibrating underneath me. The thick white sheet covering my face and body smelled sterile, and the fabric was coarse against my skin. Beside me, I could hear the scuff of boots on the floor and the occasional disgruntled remark as we passed, but nobody stopped us. I couldn’t move a muscle, relying on my senses to figure out where we were. Now and again, my body would sway ever so slightly in one direction or the other, letting me know we were turning around a corner, but so far every strip-lit corridor looked the same from where I was lying.

      Mort was controlling the gurney, masquerading as Doctor Ulani for the sake of appearances. The coldbloods didn’t like to see a shifter wandering about; it was why Ezra insisted he stay in his Ulani form unless he was in the clinic with me. He was walking at the top end, behind my head, pushing the gurney where it needed to go, while Navan walked beside it, carrying Nova. She was crying loudly, Mort deliberately keeping the sweetblood from her to cause a distraction, while Navan was sobbing—pretty convincingly, I had to say. We just had to be careful not to draw too much attention to ourselves. If this worked, she’d be safe. This had to go the way we wanted it to.

      “Hey, Ulani!” a voice called. My heart jumped into my mouth. “What’ve you got there?”

      “What?” Mort replied tersely.

      “I said, what have you got there?” an unfamiliar voice said, presumably a guard.

      “Dead body. Needs to be lobbed in the incinerator before it starts to stink the place up,” Mort explained, barely missing a beat.

      “Well, you need to get clearance from Aurelius before you start disposing of remains in the incinerator,” a second voice chimed in.

      “Say that again?” Mort shouted, pretending not to hear, though it was fairly hard to hear anything above the sound of Navan and Nova’s din.

      “I said, you need to get clearance first, before you can take the human to the incinerator!” the second guard yelled back.

      “Can you shut those two up? People are trying to sleep in here. Some of us have got a fight to prepare for,” another voice bellowed, a door creaking open. We were being too loud, causing too much distraction—someone was going to catch us, I just knew it.

      “Hey, pal, they’re not my problem!” the first guard sniped.

      “Yeah, we were just doing our duty, telling them they couldn’t chuck any dead bodies in the incinerator without Aurelius’s say-so,” the second voice added. “So keep your beak out of it and go back to bed.”

      Mort sighed wearily. “I’d love to ask Aurelius’s permission, but in case you hadn’t noticed, he’s leading the first wave of you meatheads down to Vysanthe. Look out a window. You might learn something.”

      “He’s already started?” The first guard sounded confused. “No one told me.”

      “Yeah, he’s ejecting the first bunch of fighter ships as we speak, sending them toward Brisha’s palace. What’s left of it, anyway.” Mort chuckled to himself. If anyone could talk us out of this mess, it was my shifter buddy.

      “I wonder if I’m supposed to be down in the hangars,” the sleepy voice mused.

      “How should I know?” Mort replied, pushing the gurney forward again, away from the clustered guards. He’d done it—he’d broken us free of them. It wasn’t far to the escape pods, which were more or less in the same direction as the incinerator, by Mort’s reckoning, but we weren’t quite out of the woods yet. Although it was a short walk, there was still a lot of space station between us and freedom.

      We’d just turned the corner, my body feeling a gentle sway to the left, when another voice ricocheted through the air like a gunshot. My blood ran cold at the sound. Of all the people we could have run into, why did it have to be him?

      “You, shifter!” Aurelius boomed.

      The gurney slowed while Mort whispered an expletive.

      “What’s the meaning of this? I’ve just come past a group of very confused guards who seem to think I’m away, leading the charge toward Brisha’s palace,” he continued sourly. “As you well know, the invasion has yet to begin.”

      “I heard from one of Ezra’s guys that he planned to start sending ships at nine o’clock, and it’s a quarter past now. I presumed you’d be involved in it.” Mort feigned ignorance, lying as though it were second nature to him. “Are you not?”

      Aurelius grunted in displeasure. “You heard that?”

      “I did, Chief Aurelius.” The added “Chief” was guaranteed to butter up the vile worm.

      “Well, I have heard nothing about it. I must find Ezra and figure out what’s happening,” he muttered. “In the meantime, you haven’t answered my initial question: whatever are you up to? And why is Navan Idrax crying?” I envisioned the snaky sidekick narrowing his eyes.

      Navan made a loud honking sound that made Nova scream even louder. “She… She… She’s gone! She’s gone… and you… you did this to her!” he wailed.

      “What?” Aurelius hissed.

      “Riley is dead, Chief,” Mort replied sadly. “She collapsed shortly before dawn. Navan tried to resuscitate her and called for help, but because everyone has been so busy, and their bedchamber guards have been stationed elsewhere due to lack of numbers, nobody came to assist. He couldn’t get her heart started again—considering how puny it was to begin with—and she expired just as I arrived to deliver some meds. I shocked her heart and did what I could, but I got there too late. She’s dead, I’m afraid.”

      “What could she possibly have died of? The birth didn’t kill her, like we thought it would, so what would have caused her to collapse? Lazar said she was absolutely fine the last time he checked in.”

      Mort snorted. “That one-eyed coot knows nothing about human anatomy, or medicine, for that matter. Let him stick to lotions and potions, while I make my medical assessments,” he replied firmly. “I did a quick three-dimensional report with the postmortem scanner, and it looks like she suffered from a case of cardiac engorgement, exacerbated by a form of globulus vasculitis in her veins. There were some endo-skeletal fractures to the left thoracic epithelium and intercostal bone tissues, as well as in her pelvicular regions. This could well have caused some internal hemorrhaging that we didn’t catch in time—she did look fairly puffy the last time I saw her, but I presumed she was filling up with that weird human milk she insisted on feeding the child.”

      “Why would such a thing have happened?” I could hear a note of suspicion in Aurelius’s voice that chilled me to the core.

      “The growth serum, perhaps. That kind of stuff isn’t made for inferior beings like her. Her insides were a mess, I’ll tell you that much.”

      I was too frightened to laugh, but the impulse remained. Mort’s medical jargon had gotten way more expansive since the last time he’d had to talk himself out of a diagnosis. The only problem was, I wasn’t sure Aurelius would buy a word of it.

      Hands brushed the edge of the sheet covering my body. I kept my eyes closed. The sheet was thrown back a moment later, my face exposed to the bright light of the station hallway. I didn’t move a muscle, but I could feel Aurelius breathing close to me, scrutinizing my corpse. To my disgust, his cold hand rested on my chest, feeling for a heartbeat. I wanted to recoil, but my body couldn’t have moved even if I’d wanted it to.

      “It seems you are correct,” Aurelius mused, pulling away. “What a terrible waste. We could have created all sorts of curios had she lived.”

      We’d taken a page from Brisha’s book of tricks, Mort pilfering a high-energy electromagnetic device that, when used on a person, resembled a “sleeping death.” It was used on soldiers who’d been badly injured, keeping them in a kind of stasis until they could receive proper medical attention. The high-powered beams shivered into the body’s genetic structure, holding everything still, similar to the way Stone’s third eye froze anyone in its line of sight without killing them. Only, with the device being much closer to me, tucked under my spine, it had a far more intense effect than Stone’s third eye, giving the impression of death without the actual act of it.

      “Now, can I take her to the incinerator before she starts to rot? She was dead in that room a while, and this station is boiling hot,” Mort complained, while Navan’s wails intensified.

      “I suppose so. I imagine she’d have ended up dead in the battle anyway,” he replied, followed by the soft scuff of his footsteps retreating. He’d let us pass; we’d gotten away with it.

      The moment Navan took the stasis device out from under me, I’d have a couple of minutes until my bodily functions returned. I could feel him doing it as Mort started to push the gurney forward again, which meant we’d have to act fast. It wasn’t as though I could hold my breath and fool the rebel leader that way, if he came snooping around again. Besides, as soon as I got up and ran for the escape pod, the jig would most definitely be up.

      “Hold up there, shifter!” Aurelius’s bark cut through the air again, just as we’d begun to move off.

      “Yes, Chief?” Mort was as cool as a cucumber, his voice giving nothing away.

      “There’s one more thing,” he purred, sending a shiver down my spine. “What’s the bag for?”

      “Bag?”

      Aurelius chuckled coldly. “Yes, that bag you’re carrying on your shoulder—what is it for?”

      “Oh, this? Nothing, just some of Riley’s clothes and stuff, to chuck into the incinerator along with her. I thought it best to burn it, in case there was some sort of disease lurking,” Mort replied, but the lies were wearing thin.

      The truth was, the large bag was filled to the brim with sweetblood vials for Nova, plus a stolen comm device for long-range transmissions.

      “Let me see,” Aurelius demanded.

      “It’s just a bunch of bloodied clothes. You don’t need to see that,” Mort replied.

      “Let. Me. See.”

      Mort sighed. “You asked for it.”

      With the sheet no longer covering my face, I opened my eyes in time to see Mort swing the bag around as hard as he could, smacking Aurelius in the side of the head, the clatter of vials jangling within. I hoped they were sturdy enough to withstand the impact, but I knew Mort wouldn’t have risked Nova’s food source unless he was sure the vials would survive in one piece. After that, everything became a blur. Mort took off down the hallway, pushing the gurney along at full pelt, while Navan sprinted alongside, clutching Nova tight to his chest.

      “You won’t get away!” Aurelius roared, giving chase. I was grateful for the narrow corridors, which were preventing him from opening out his wings.

      At an intersection, Mort shoved the gurney so it zipped along under its own steam. He whirled around and slid a blinking disc across a brightly colored panel set in the wall off to the side. A siren blared and lights flashed, a blast door descending with an almighty thud. It was enough to slow Aurelius down, and seemed to be isolated to this intersection only, but it wouldn’t keep the rebel coldblood at bay for long.

      “Emergency override!” Mort whooped, flashing me a grin as he grasped the handles of the gurney again and heaved it onward, toward the escape pods.

      “Do you really know where these pods are?” Navan asked, sounding worried. It was the same question I’d wanted to ask, but my voice had yet to come back. I’d had enough of being frozen now. I wanted the rest of me to hurry up and get back to normal, before it ended up killing us. I felt helpless, being pushed while Navan and Mort ran for their lives, dragging me along with them.

      Mort nodded. “You bet your sweet ass I do. I’ve done about twenty practice runs of this route. I had to tell some guards I was ‘jogging’ when they caught me last night. Can you believe it? Me, jogging?” He cackled to himself, though he was doing a decent job of jogging right now.

      We turned a sharp corner way too fast, and my body shifted toward the far side of the gurney, unable to stay centered. I fought with my numb hands, trying to get them to hold the gurney edges, but my body was still too stiff to move properly, nothing cooperating the way it was supposed to. I could barely get my thumb to wiggle, let alone my whole hand to grip. The gurney tipped, sending me crashing to the floor in an ungainly heap.

      “Riley!” Navan yelped, skidding to a halt as he hurried back up the corridor to help me.

      “Sorry about that,” Mort muttered, helping Navan get me back on the gurney.

      Navan clutched Nova with one arm as he lifted me up with the other. My gaze connected with Nova’s, her cute face making my heart ache. She’d stopped crying, even without the sweetblood, and was smiling down at me for some inexplicable baby reason, reaching out her chubby little arms for me. I wanted to reach back for her, but my arms wouldn’t function. It felt like they’d gone to sleep, though the pins-and-needles of their reawakening was prickling its way through my nervous system.

      I wanted to tell Mort and Navan to take Nova and run, while they still had the chance, but my mouth was barely working. I could open it partway, but no sounds were willing to come out. Meanwhile, they were struggling to get me back onto the gurney, which kept tipping and wobbling every time they tried to put me back on. Clearly, there was something the matter with it that had nothing to do with Mort taking a corner too fast. I tried to make a comment about always getting the shopping cart with the wonky wheel, desperate to force my voice into working again, but only a mumble came out.

      “This is useless. Here, you take her,” Navan said, handing Nova to Mort. He dipped and picked me up in a bridal carry, throwing my arms around his neck since I couldn’t do it for myself. “All right, shifter, lead the way to these pods.”

      “This way, grayskin.”

      Hurtling down endless corridors, we arrived at a long, straight stretch of hallway that led directly to ten large glass portholes fixed into the wall. On closer inspection, I saw that they were doors opening onto the escape pods. Glancing over Navan’s shoulder and peering up the adjoining corridor, I saw a figure round the corner at the very far end. Aurelius was catching up with us, and he wasn’t alone.

      “He’s gaining,” I whispered. Immediately, Navan and Mort shot forward, sprinting for the pods. We didn’t have any weapons with us, nor did any of us have the elixir running in our veins. Navan had fought him before and won, but now Aurelius was immortal, able to heal instantly—the playing field wasn’t level anymore.

      Still, I was determined to do whatever it took to protect Nova. I would do anything to save her, even if we had to go with one of Mort’s previously outlandish ideas and send her out into space on a rapid trajectory, Moses-style, with a coded beacon attached so someone would easily find her—someone who wasn’t Ezra or Aurelius.

      “Put me down,” I said. Navan set me down on the ground but held tight to me as I willed my body to regain feeling, urging it to stand on its own two feet. Satisfied that I wasn’t going to collapse, Navan moved his arm away, letting me lean against the wall for support.

      Meanwhile, Mort slid his blinking device over the panel of the escape pod, the doorway opening with agonizing slowness. In the distance, Aurelius’s footsteps were getting closer, the percussion of boots on the metal walkway prompting my heart to thunder in my chest, beating out its own frantic rhythm.

      “These freaking overrides,” Mort muttered, his tone nervous.

      “What’s the matter?” Navan ducked down to assist, while Mort handed Nova up to me. I took her gratefully, leaning in to smell the indescribably delicious scent of her tufty hair. Right now, she was the only thing in the universe worth saving. In that moment, believing it to be true, I knew I’d become a real mother, willing to give everything for the life of my daughter.

      “There are too many security overrides on the outer panel,” Mort explained rapidly as Aurelius and his soldiers came around the corner, moving with menacing stealth. “There’s no way we can safely detach the pod from the station before One-Winged Willy gets here.”

      “I can help with the overrides. I’ve worked with this kind before. They should be easy enough,” Navan said.

      “Easy, yes, but we’ve run out of time, and they all need to be reprogrammed from the outside.” Mort sighed. “There’s an instant-release lever, but we’d never be able to push it down and get into the pod in time, before it detached.”

      “Forget the overrides out here. We can just bypass them from the interior.”

      I nodded. “Navan’s right, we can bypass them. Come on, we’ve got to try everything. Nova needs us to get this pod out of here,” I urged him through gritted teeth, clutching Nova tighter. I wasn’t giving her up. Not now, not ever.

      “Okay, well, I guess we’ll have to buy ourselves some time by barricading ourselves in and getting to work on the overrides from the inside, then. You sure you can bypass the controls and override them from inside?” Mort asked.

      Navan nodded.

      “Good, well, let’s get on with it, then!” He threw the bag of sweetblood and the emergency device into the pod, before ushering Navan, Nova, and me in after them, flashing a glance up the corridor to Aurelius and his men, who’d just broken into a run.

      Turning back toward us, he lingered on the threshold of the pod, a sad smile on his face. “Tell her all about Uncle Mort, would you? And… make me out to be a better person than I was, okay?”

      Stepping back, he slammed the door of the escape pod shut and yanked down hard on the instant-release lever. Through the circular window, he grinned back at us, pressing his fleshy palm to the glass as machinery hissed, the pod detaching. As the docking locks released, he shuffled back a few steps and saluted, tears falling from his eyes. Nova had fallen silent, her gaze fixated on the shifter in the window.

      The twisting metal iris that covered the circular gap from which the pod retracted, sealing it from the inhospitable vacuum of outer space, began to slowly close on the image of Aurelius striding up behind Mort, his evil hands reaching out. Mort kept his eyes on us, his hand still raised in a salute. A resigned expression fell across his face, as though he knew it was fruitless to fight back. Tears filled my eyes, my gaze holding his—I wouldn’t let him be alone in his final moments. I wanted him to know how much we cared. Nova raised her little hand, her face contorting in a cry of distress that pierced through to the very depths of my soul. Somehow, she knew.

      The last thing I saw was Aurelius gripping Mort’s throat until the knuckles turned white, the shifter’s arm falling limp at his side… before the iris closed on our dear friend.
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      “Will they come for us?” I whispered, staring listlessly at the porthole door.

      Navan shook his head. “From what Mort was telling me this morning, these pods are shrouded in a stealth cloak. They can’t be picked up on scanners unless you trigger the distress beacon, which we haven’t, and won’t until we want to be found. They won’t follow us. They’ll be too busy to waste their time and effort.”

      Tears trickled down my cheeks. “I don’t think I ever want us to be found.”

      “I know, my love, I know,” he said, moving over to where I sat, tucked away at the back of the pod, unable to take my eyes off the window where Mort had been standing. Just hearing Navan say his name reopened the very fresh wound all over again.

      “Aurelius… he killed Mort,” I gasped, struggling for breath. “Mort gave his life for Nova. The most selfish, stubborn, rude, generous, wonderful shifter in the universe gave his life for her, so she could make it out of there.”

      Navan smiled sadly, pulling me closer. “I think Nova has changed all of us.”

      I nestled into Navan’s chest, still clutching Nova to my side, and sobbed into his shirt. “I just didn’t want him to die… I know we had our issues, but… I didn’t want him to die. He was supposed to come with us. He was supposed to see her grow up and live her life. He was supposed to teach her all the rude words, and say inappropriate things, so I could tell him off for doing it… I can see it all, up here in my head, but I… I know it’s never going to happen now.” I hiccupped, wiping my tears on Navan. “How can that be? How can I see something so vividly, and know it’s never going to be a reality?” I thought of the frightening visions I’d had but reasoned they didn’t count. Nothing that revolved around Ezra mattered to me.

      “All we can do is make sure she doesn’t forget him,” Navan said softly, smoothing back my hair. “All we can do is tell her stories of him, to keep his memory alive. Not only for her, but for us, too.”

      Letting the tears flow, comforted by the hum of the pod engines, Navan’s strong arms around me, and Nova’s snuffling, I cuddled closer to my husband and tried to think of better days to come. We’d escaped the space station and were moving far away from the volatile landscape of Vysanthe and its imminent war. To be honest, I wasn’t sure where we went from here. Did we go back to Earth and protect it from future alien hordes? Did we help the queens out of their predicament? Did we try to rid the universe of this immortal army we’d unwillingly created? Somehow, I felt dutybound to the latter, even though it was the most impossible.

      “I’m just going to put her to bed,” I said, shuffling away from Navan’s embrace to carry Nova over to one of the alcoves in the far wall. Grabbing some blankets, I stuffed them in first, laying her down on top of the soft fabric and tucking another around her. Leaning in, I kissed her plump, rosy cheek, watching her for a moment as she drifted away into the land of nod. My eyes still itched from the tears, my heart in tatters, but there she was, my beacon of hope, sleeping through all the terror and fear and sadness without a care in the world. What I wouldn’t have given to be her, in that moment.

      As I turned back to Navan, my stomach sank. He was staring out of the window, a look of horror on his face. “What… What is it?” I followed the direction of his gaze and understood. The pod was creeping toward Vysanthe’s orbit, edging through the atmosphere, moving closer to the planet’s surface instead of away from it. It was traveling at speed, flecks of burning dust dancing off the outer shell. “Why are we headed back toward the planet?” My throat constricted, my lungs tightening with fear.

      Navan shook his head, jumping to action. “I don’t know. I’m going to see if I can turn us around.” He hurried over to the control panel, taking the emergency device that Mort had thrown into the pod and swiping it over the scanner. It bleeped reluctantly, a tired, drained sound. Panic was etched on Navan’s face as he worked, making me more nervous by the second.

      “Can you do anything?”

      “I think there’s a problem with the structural integrity. It can still function, but it can’t handle the outside pressure—there are safeguards in place for when this kind of thing happens. I could try to override them, but the pod might break apart,” he replied. “It’s programmed to seek out the closest planet if there’s a problem, but it should stop descending once we’re properly inside Vysanthe’s atmosphere.”

      I stared at him, aghast. “So we’re stuck here?”

      “I’ll land us somewhere safe, get the hull fixed, and get us back in the air. I promised I’d get you both out of this, and I meant it,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion.

      “Here we are again,” I whispered, wandering over to the porthole door and staring down at the world below. We were getting closer to the surface with every minute that passed, and soon it was easy to make out familiar buildings, and the wreckage of Brisha’s Northern territories. It looked like Mort had been right about Ezra launching the first strike; there were rebel ships in the air everywhere, though they couldn’t pick us up on their scanners. Warships fired down on what remained of Brisha’s side, black smoke pluming upward, fires crackling as they consumed everything in sight.

      Above what was left of Nessun, a cluster of fighters surged forward, their blasters pounding down upon the beautiful alchemy lab that Bashrik had built for Brisha. The glass and crystal shattered in an instant. To be honest, I was surprised it was still standing after the last onslaught, though perhaps Gianne had seen the merit of keeping it in one piece. Ezra had no such qualms about crushing the lab to smithereens, the gunships firing and firing until there was nothing left but a shimmering dust, ablaze with licking flames.

      Suddenly, the pod curved upward, as Navan was gaining some control over the engines. It soared higher, giving us a better view of the landscape, the border between North and South coming into view. Navan was taking us far away from the fighting, to find a quiet spot where we could fix our pod and get the hell out of here, but something made me pause.

      “Stop,” I said, gazing through the glass.

      “What’s the matter?”

      I squinted into the distance. There was something odd happening high above the border—fiercely bright, blinding lights shone in a steady pattern, blinking off and on, traveling miles across the landscape. They were shining from Gianne’s side, aimed directly at the palace of Nessun. If I could see them from where we were, so far from the border, I was certain Brisha could too. It was a light pattern we’d used ourselves, when we’d first landed on Brisha’s turf a lifetime ago—the we-come-in-peace-don’t-shoot-at-us pattern.

      “There—do you see that?” I wasn’t sure if it was my mind playing tricks on me.

      Navan wandered over to where I stood, leaving the pod hovering in the air. “No way…”

      “What?”

      “It’s an invitation. Gianne is inviting Brisha to take refuge on her side of Vysanthe,” he explained in disbelief, his eyes wide.

      “A trick?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so. She doesn’t stand to gain anything from losing her sister right now. For once, they need each other, and I’m guessing they’ve realized they’re going to have to work together to fight the rebels off. They might not know about the successful elixir yet, but they will.”

      A few moments later, a small fleet of Brisha’s ships emerged from the desolation of Nessun, zooming toward the border and breezing through it to join Gianne in the South. It really did look like they were uniting against the rebels, fighting for a common cause. It wouldn’t last if they won, I supposed, but winning seemed very unlikely. After all, it was the two sisters versus the rebels now—the war that all of this had been leading to—but only one side had an immortal army.

      We landed on a sheet of thick ice, Navan setting the pod down in the shadow of a nearby mountain. We were far enough away from the battle, but I could still hear the vibrations of the blasters rippling beneath the earth. Clearly, they weren’t content to leave the North alone until they’d razed every scrap of the main city to the ground. Maybe they’d move on, destroying every town and village in sight, or maybe they’d get bored and tail both sisters back over the border into the South. Only time would tell, but I hoped we’d be long gone by then.

      I stayed in the pod while Navan took a small toolbox and headed outside into the bitter cold to fix whatever was wrong with the hull of the pod. Standing next to Nova, who was sleeping soundly, I thought of every tiny step that had brought us to this point. We’d tried to keep the queens from discovering Earth and the rebels. We’d tried to stop all three factions from discovering the secret to the immortality elixir. And yet here we were, listening to the distant boom of the war we’d, in a roundabout way, tried to prevent.

      Who was going to win this one? Ezra and Aurelius would likely be ruling Vysanthe in no time, with their factions splitting along the way, just as Gianne’s and Brisha’s had. There couldn’t be two people in charge—history had proven that. And, with both Ezra and Aurelius being immortal, there was no point in secretly hoping that the two of them might destroy each other.

      “All fixed. It was a bit of faulty wiring,” Navan said, stepping back into the warmth of the pod and closing the door. “I ran some diagnostics, and we’re good to go.”

      “You sure we’re not going to break apart in space?” I smiled, attempting levity and failing miserably.

      “I wouldn’t take this pod out there if I thought there was any chance of that,” he assured me, coming over and kissing me gently on the lips. It felt like coming home, having his arms around me.

      I sighed, nuzzling his neck. “Take us someplace safe.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me again.

      Two minutes later, we were back in the air, the pod hurtling toward Vysanthe’s atmosphere and the vastness of space that lay beyond. Behind us, I could make out the flash and bang of artillery, but I turned my gaze forward instead. We were leaving Vysanthe once again, and I wondered if this might be the very last time. Would I ever see this icy, bitter, cruel world again? I really freaking hoped not, though a shiver of doubt crept through my bones. I might not see the planet again, but would I see the immortal coldbloods, once they’d tired of their eternal utopia? With Ezra and Aurelius in charge, it seemed upsettingly likely.

      Plucking up the bag that Mort had thrown into the pod, I retrieved the long-range comm device that the shifter had stolen for us earlier that morning. I resisted the urge to chug a vial of the sweetblood as my knuckles knocked into the loose bottles. I could almost taste it on my tongue and in my veins, but one glance at Nova turned me away from it. Holding the comm device in my hands, I focused on the task before me. My friends would be waiting for information—any information—and there was a lot to catch up on. Besides, if we were going to come up with our next plan of action, they’d need to know where to meet us.

      “How far away can we get?” I asked wryly.

      Navan smiled, checking the navigation systems. “With the fuel this thing has left, we can get as far as Mallarot. If you still want to go there, that is.” A sad look flickered across his face. “His idea was a good one. Nobody goes there, and it might be a smart spot to keep a low profile for a while.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “I’d like to go there still.”

      “Charting a course for Mallarot,” he said brightly, his sweet expression taking the edge off my pain. I knew he had to be suffering too, but he was better at hiding it than I was.

      As he worked away on the controls, directing us toward Mort’s home planet, I flipped up the screen of the long-range comm device and sent a transmission toward the communications department at Lunar HQ. I remembered the channel sequence, the soundwaves lying still as the transmission disappeared into the ether, traveling light-years in search of Earth’s Fed unit.

      A voice crackled through a few minutes later. “Hello?”

      “Hello? Who am I speaking to?” It wasn’t a voice I recognized.

      “This is Agent Namian. Who is this?”

      “This is Captain Riley Idrax. I need you to send a message to Agent Phocida, Warrior Anai, or whoever has taken Commander Mahlo’s position,” I said firmly, before delving into the tale of what we’d just endured. I told him of the rebels’ discovery of the final element required for the immortality elixir and their subsequent invasion of Vysanthe, after drinking down the contents of their new toy. “As you can see, it’s pretty urgent, so if you can get that along to someone in charge ASAP, that’d be great.”

      For a good few moments, there was nothing but the sound of heavy breathing.

      “Agent Namian? Are you there?”

      “Yes, Captain Idrax. I was just… absorbing everything. I’ll tell them what you’ve said immediately.”

      “Oh, and can you put me through to one of my friends—Angie, Lauren, Bashrik, Ronad, Stone, or Xiphio? Any of them will do.” I just wanted to hear a friendly voice.

      “Certainly, Captain.”

      The line went dead for what seemed like forever, Navan and I waiting with bated breath for the soundwave to flicker again, showing that someone else was on the line. Just when I’d started to wonder if Agent Namian had disappeared altogether, keeping our tale to himself in a state of utter shock, a symbol flashed up on the comm device. I brandished it at Navan, confused.

      “It means it wants to stream live video,” he explained, reaching over to press the right button.

      “You’re alive! Oh Rask, you’re alive!” Bashrik cried, his face flashing up on the small screen. “Where have you been? What’s been going on? We’ve been worried sick.” I set the device up on one of the shelves at the side of the pod and stood in front of it, so we could see him better, with Navan scooting in beside me, his arm sliding around my waist.

      “Not for lack of folks trying to kill us,” Navan joked, flashing a grin at his brother.

      “Rask, it’s good to see your faces! I thought I’d never see you again—we all did. We as good as had burials for the pair of you.” Bashrik looked crestfallen, tears of bittersweet joy glittering in his eyes.

      I smiled. “Well, we’re in one piece… It’s a bit of a miracle, but we are.”

      “It looks like you’ve caused some kind of commotion,” he replied nervously. “Has something happened out there?”

      “You could say that,” Navan replied. Honestly, the simple understatement made me want to double over in mad hysterics. Had something happened out here? What hadn’t happened out here? There really was a lot to fill them in on, on top of the more urgent news of Vysanthe’s freshly declared war.

      Angie barreled into Bashrik, almost knocking him flat in her bid to get into the shot. Tears were already streaming down her face, her hands reaching for the camera of whatever device they were speaking to us on. A blur smudged the screen as she leaned in and gave us both a sloppy cyber kiss, a relieved smile turning up the corners of her lips.

      “What have I told you about tearful reunions?!” she cried. “Think of my ventricles! That coronary is due any day now, with all the worrying I’ve been doing.”

      “Sorry about that,” I said sheepishly, grateful to see my best friend again. All I needed was Lauren, and the picture would be perfect.

      “That agent you sent to get us has been screeching at the top of his lungs about the rebels discovering the key to the immortality elixir—is that true?” Angie peered closer to the camera, as though it would somehow break down the distance between us.

      Bashrik shot Angie a panicked look. “What? When did he say that?”

      “Just now, in the hallway. Are you losing your hearing, sweet pea?”

      “Is that true?!” He whirled back around, his eyes staring down the lens in horror.

      I sighed, casting a subtle glance at Nova. “Sadly, yes.”

      “How did they crack it?” Angie whispered conspiratorially.

      The impulse to laugh hit me again. “Let’s just say it’s a very long story that’s going to need to be told face-to-face,” I said, gathering my faculties. They’d think I was insane if I started cackling, out of nowhere. Besides, I figured it’d be better to tell them all about Nova later, once they could actually see her with their own eyes. They wouldn’t believe me otherwise, and, to be honest, it was probably going to give Angie that coronary.

      “Go on, tell us!” Angie pleaded.

      “I will, when I see you again.”

      It looked like she was about to protest, but her gaze flickered off to the side, like someone had just come into the room. Lauren appeared on screen a moment later, her face brimming with anxious excitement. It didn’t make sense, considering what Angie had just told us about Agent Namian causing mass panic in Lunar HQ. She looked way too happy, and way too hopeful.

      “Riley! Navan!” she squeaked, grinning widely. “I knew you were alive. I kept telling Angie you were fine, but she wouldn’t believe me. After everything we’ve been through, she’s still the worried mother hen of our group.”

      “I am clucking amazing,” Angie quipped.

      “It’s so good to see you both, and your timing couldn’t be more perfect!” Lauren gushed.

      I frowned. “What do you mean?” Our timing was pretty crappy, considering war had just broken out because of us.

      “Stone has woken up. And he wants to take us to the Stargazers!”

      I turned to Navan, and our eyes met. There was an immortal army on the loose, soon to threaten the lives and futures of an entire universe. We needed an immoveable object to face this unstoppable force… and there was only one species that was up to the task.

      “Let us know where to go, and we’ll be there,” I said, turning back to Lauren.

      The Stargazers might have been the stuff of mythology, but they were the only ones who could end this madness. If they were really out there, we were going to find them.
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        Ready for the FINAL book of Riley and Navan’s story?

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Invaders.

      Book 8, Stargazers, is the epic final book of the series!

      Stargazers releases July 27th, 2018.

      Pre-order your copy now for convenience and have it delivered automatically to your reading device on release day!:

      If you’re in the US, tap here.

      UK, tap here.

      Australia, tap here.

      For any other country, tap here.

      Check out the amazing cover:
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      I can’t wait to see you there! It’s going to be a wild ride…

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Sign up to my VIP email list and I’ll send you a personal heads up when my next book releases: www.morebellaforrest.com

      (Your email will be kept 100% private and you can unsubscribe at any time.)

      P.P.S. I’d also love to hear from you — come say hi on Instagram, Twitter or Facebook.
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      Although Navan and Riley’s story is ending with Book 8, do not worry, because the paranormal journey will continue with a brand new supernatural series that I am releasing on August 27th, 2018!

      Introducing,

      
        
        Harley Merlin and the Secret Coven
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      Keep turning the pages for the blurb and an exclusive sneak preview of the first 3 chapters!!

      
        
        Blurb:

      

      

      A girl with a gift…

      Harley has had a difficult life, slipping through the foster system while trying to understand her strange abilities. At nineteen, she finally seems to have it all under control, using her unnatural skills to pinpoint cheaters at a casino—her first job as a responsible adult. She’s yet to figure out who or what she is, but Harley is definitely not like other people.

      Everything changes when a mysterious, and startlingly handsome, young warlock named Wade Crowley crosses her path while hunting a monster. A very literal monster.

      The encounter sets Harley on an incredible journey, as she discovers the hidden world of magicals, riddled with secrets—and clues about her murky past. 

      A girl with no history…

      Whether she likes it or not, this new world is where she belongs now. But after a nerve-racking twist of events, it appears that someone is out for her blood, and she must decide whether it is somewhere she is truly brave enough to stay…

      Fans of witches, magic and fantasy, you are in for a treat. Prepare to enter a tantalizing new world!
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      I froze, my back against the window, my whole body shivering as the beast in front of me shuddered with delight.

      Another second and I would become its dinner.

      Something inside me roared like thunder, unwilling to give in yet. The air around me thickened—I could feel it tickling my fingertips, beckoning me to wield it. I’d done it before, though not with the strength I would need to disable a fiend as savage as this.

      But I had to try. There was no other choice.

      I summoned all the energy I could muster, and, for the first time ever, I sensed the particles of Chaos flowing through me. My mind went into overdrive, and I thrust my hands out. The winds outside listened, rumbling and whistling as they crashed through the window.

      I ducked as broken glass exploded everywhere. Shards cut through the beast’s face and eyes, and it hissed from the pain.

      With no other route to safety, I embraced the winds and leapt onto the windowsill. My breath hitched as I looked down at the sheer drop, and then I closed my eyes, abandoning myself to the air.
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      My eyes wandered around the poker table.

      The dealer, a young man in his early twenties, had been fitted into a crisp white shirt and black silk waistcoat, his brown hair slicked back with too much gel. His dexterity as he shuffled the deck made me stare, before I went on to check the players.

      Two women and three men. Three of them had skipped on the Gamblers Anonymous meetings—I could tell from their frayed nerves and shoulder-crushing guilt. It was written all over their faces. The other two, a man in his late twenties and a cute brunette who didn’t look a day older than twenty-three, struck me as the coolest cucumbers I’d seen all evening.

      This was a steady gig I’d gotten my hands on, so I had to do a good job. Three months in, and I’d already gotten fifteen people banned for cheating and counting cards. It wasn’t an easy profession, though—for most people, anyway. It required a lot of psychology and the study of body language, along with excellent knowledge of the game itself. You had higher chances of success if you were a former cheater, preferably with some Vegas experience. But I had very little experience at all.

      Then again, I wasn’t “most people.”

      After betting, it was time for the “flop.” The dealer displayed three cards in the middle of the dark red velvet table—seven of clubs, queen of diamonds, and a five of spades—while we checked our “hole” hands again. I had nothing to use, but I bet anyway. The casino supplied my betting cash, so it didn’t matter if I lost. My prize came in the form of a generous percentage of the cheaters’ relinquished winnings if I caught colluders at the table, along with my hourly rate.

      Texas Hold’em was a favorite game choice for collusion, and with the amount of money involved in tonight’s game, I knew I’d get some bold players this evening.

      My instincts were pointing me to the “cucumber” couple. The other three were already sweating. One was clearly a veteran gambler, at least compared to the rest. With graying hair, salt-and-pepper stubble, and sweat stains on his peach-colored shirt, the man was nervously clicking two blue chips between his fingers as he stared at the three cards in view. He was going to fold soon.

      I could feel it in my bones. There was nothing he could do with what he had in his hand, and what was on the table. With five crappy cards combined, and just two more to go with the “turn” and the “river,” he wasn’t feeling this round, at all. Sure, he had the gambling bug, but he’d probably lost enough over the years to know when to pick his battles.

      He scoffed, and folded.

      Hah, called it! Who’s a smart girl? You’re a smart girl, I mentally congratulated myself while my gaze wandered around the table. I was a smart girl. It was the only thing I’d learned from my father.

      I flipped open my black satin clutch—which I’d matched with my dress—pretending to look for a tissue. I kept a small note in my card wallet. I pulled it out and examined it for a moment.

      Harley, I am so sorry for doing this to you, but there is no other way. Stay safe. Stay smart. I love you. Dad.

      That note was the only thing my parents had left me with, before dropping me off at the orphanage when I was three. I was bounced around from one foster home to another after that. It was rarely a pretty picture, and my father’s advice somehow helped me retain my sanity. Even now, as I glided into adulthood, I kept looking at that note for guidance, whenever a part of me wavered. As a foster kid, I always had to “stay safe” and “stay smart,” though the two rarely went hand in hand.

      When the turn was dealt, I glanced around the poker table again.

      Each of these people had their stories to tell. They had first names and last names, parents and grandparents, uncles and distant cousins, social security numbers and student loans. In my twisted view of the world, they existed, while I was just a visitor of sorts. Always on the outside, looking in.

      I had no identity. Just a name on paper. I rented an apartment in Park West and pinpointed cheaters in casinos for a living. Nobody knew anything about me or my… special skills, and I was okay with that.

      “I’ll raise you twenty,” the male cool cucumber said, looking at the equally chilled female across the table.

      In the eyes of everyone else, they didn’t know each other. They were complete strangers exchanging pleasantries during a game of Texas Hold’em, where tens of thousands of dollars were at stake. But I could feel the physical attraction between them. The guy was head over heels in love with her. She was just as crazy about him. There was a familiarity between them, an intense emotion that they couldn’t hide from me. That was the downside of being an empath; I felt every emotion as if it were my own.

      I basically had the hots for both of them, as if we’d been together for years. Ugh…

      When the river was dealt, I could almost hear the guy’s heart thumping out of his chest. His excitement filled me to the brim, and, judging by the looks the couple exchanged briefly, unbeknownst to anyone else, they were ready to do some good old-fashioned whipsawing—raising and re-raising each other until they trapped another player in between.

      And I knew exactly who their target was for this round. The other female, one of the compulsive gamblers. She was nervous, her eyes darting across the five cards now shown on the table: a seven of clubs, a queen of diamonds, a five of clubs, a jack of clubs and another queen, of hearts.

      My hand was weak. All I could offer was a pair of fives. I folded, clicking my teeth.

      “Maybe next time.” I smirked, then leaned back in my seat.

      As expected, the cucumbers started teasing each other.

      “I’m thinking it’s a good night,” the guy said, then tossed a few red chips on the pile gathering in the middle of the table. “Thirty.”

      “Your overconfidence could be your weakness,” the girl said, grinning, and raised him another thirty, her tongue passing over her pearly white teeth. The tight, jade-colored dress she wore was meant to arouse, and based on what I was reading from the guy, she was getting the desired results.

      I shifted in my chair, slightly uncomfortable with feeling someone else’s arousal, but stayed focused nonetheless. The girl’s outfit looked expensive. They weren’t here to play for pennies.

      “I’m in,” the female gambler replied, tossing her own share of chips, worth thirty thousand dollars, while the fourth player folded, shaking his head.

      The cucumbers seemed to ignore the woman, and continued taunting each other, while the dealer watched, amusement twinkling in his eyes.

      “Raise you another thirty,” cucumber girl said, grinning, as the guy bit the inside of his cheek and added more chips to the pile.

      “You’re bluffing,” he replied. “Thirty.”

      The female compulsive gambler frowned, but the energy coming from her echoed confidence. She felt like she had a good hand. A really good hand. My guess was that it had something to do with the queens. She raised them another thirty, then narrowed her eyes at her own cards.

      “I’m not bluffing,” the girl said. She raised an eyebrow and pushed forty thousand dollars’ worth of chips forward. “Raise.”

      The guy scoffed, scratching the back of his neck as he contemplated his choices for a couple of seconds. The female gambler, on the other hand, had quickly sunk into despair. I realized then that maybe her hand wasn’t all that good. If I wanted to confirm collusion between the cucumbers, I needed the lady to fold so I could then watch the guy fold as well, and let the girl win. It seemed like the natural way for it to play out at that point.

      “Okay, now I’m pissed,” the guy said, and raised her another twenty.

      The female gambler cursed under her breath and folded, nervously counting the chips she had left, while the cucumbers pretended to glower at each other. It was getting a little too dramatic for my taste. Even a non-empath could tell they were slightly over the top.

      “All in,” the girl challenged the guy, and pushed the rest of her chips into the middle, prompting the others to stare at her in disbelief.

      The pot was somewhere over $350,000, and it was time for the guy to shake his head in disappointment, then fold. My fingers gripped the edge of the table, my nerves anticipating the moment I’d get my proof of collusion. I knew they were hot for each other in ways no two people meeting for the first time would ever be.

      He tossed the cards, facedown, feigning irritation as he gulped down his drink, then motioned for a waiter to bring him another one.

      Bingo!

      Once they got away with this, they were going to get more brazen. I wanted them to dig themselves into a hole as deep as possible. The bigger their winnings at the end of the night, the bigger my prize.

      I straightened my back as the dealer collected the cards and shuffled them, while the girl raked the mountain of chips over to her side of the table. She stacked them quickly into groups of $20,000, between sips of her fruity drink.

      Personally, I looked forward to watching that smirk get wiped off at the end of the night.

      It was time to get security to pay attention. I fiddled with my onyx earring, giving the head of security a brief sideways glance. Malcolm the bouncer stood at the end of the bar, ten yards away, pretending to chat with the bartender. He noticed my signal and discreetly brought a hand over his mouth, communicating a message through the tiny mic mounted into one of his cufflinks.

      “It’s showtime,” the dealer said.

      I shifted my focus back to our table as cards were dealt.

      Oh, you have no idea.
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      One by one, four of the ten security cameras in the room slowly turned and zoomed in on our table. For good reason, too. We were at the turn of another game, and the cucumbers were busy signaling each other.

      Had it not been for the guy’s stretched nerves and my ability to sense them, the cheaters might have gotten away with it. A mixture of excitement and fear, guilt and desire rumbled through the couple, while the other three players were simply hopeful that their luck might turn around. I was getting a little angry at this point—it was bad enough that these people were struggling with an addiction. The cucumbers were literally preying on them while carrying out their little we’re-strangers-at-the-same-poker-table charade.

      I folded, then homed in on the familiarity between them. They’d been doing this for years, and, when they thought no one was looking, I could see the longing in their stolen glances. They got off on these thrills.

      The air changed. I couldn’t exactly describe it, but it felt different, as if it were electrically supercharged. A rush of tingles tickled my spine, and I slowly turned my head to get a better look at the rest of the room. I’d yet to learn how to fully detach myself from what I was feeling as an empath, so I suspected that whatever anxiousness the cucumbers were experiencing, it had been passed on to me, too.

      I settled on a pair of deep green eyes that belonged to a tall young man, maybe in his early twenties, who took a seat at one of the booths, just ten feet away from our table. His hair was dark brown, almost black, curled and unruly on the top, and smoothly shortened into a fade on the sides. He wore a navy-blue suit—elegant but a little casual—paired with a black shirt, its collar unbuttoned. His facial features were clear-cut, matching his equally sharp gaze.

      The way he looked at me made my back automatically straighten itself. I wasn’t sure what that reaction was all about, but I quickly realized that he was responsible for the sudden flow of energy through the room. The intensity pressuring my shoulders and stomach seemed to radiate from within him.

      A waitress came for his order, while my table got ready for the river. I caught a glimpse of the cucumbers signaling each other, before the girl folded. I had to give them credit: they were making an effort to be inconspicuous.

      “Sparkling water with ice and lime, please,” the electric dude said.

      I couldn’t help but turn my head to look at him again. His voice sounded like liquid velvet. And who the hell comes into a casino and orders water?

      “Coming right up, sir,” the waitress replied.

      “A lot of lime, please,” he added, then glanced at me.

      Holding my breath, I shifted my focus back to the table. We were going into another round, after the cucumbers had just cleaned out the veteran gambler. He muttered a curse under his breath, then started walking over to the cashier at the other end of the room.

      “I’m gonna go get some more chips,” the gambler grumbled. “Don’t start without me!”

      The dealer raised his eyebrows at us. “Is everyone okay if we give the gentleman a couple of minutes to rejoin us?”

      “Damn straight,” the cucumber guy grinned, annoyingly overconfident. “I can’t wait to clean him out again!”

      The one thing I hated most about these confident guys was that, when it rubbed off on me, I got cocky and made dumb mistakes—like, really stupid, what-the-hell-were-you-thinking types of mistakes that either got me in trouble or, worse, hurt.

      I watched the waitress return with the electric dude’s lime water. He gave her a brief nod, then frowned at the highball glass.

      “Can I get more lime, please?” he asked, his voice low.

      The waitress gave him a perky smile and a wink, then rushed to the bar for more lime. She liked him. I knew that for a fact, because I was having a hard time taking my eyes off the guy. Damn my empathy.

      She returned with a small bowl filled with lime wedges at the same time as our veteran gambler, whose energy and hope of getting a better hand filled me up with unwarranted optimism. Nevertheless, my attention was fixed on the electric dude, who stuffed more lime into his glass, turning its contents into an almost-limeade.

      Only then did I notice the rings on his fingers—ten sterling silver bands, one for each finger. There were inscriptions engraved on all of them, but I couldn’t make out the words from where I sat. His gaze found mine, and he lifted a curious eyebrow. My cheeks heated, and I slowly turned back to my table as the dealer started the next game.

      The strangeness in the air didn’t fade away, though. It lingered around me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. Something was… off.

      As the first three cards were laid out on the table, I glanced over my shoulder. The electric dude had this look about him, a quiet but bone-rattling charm that reminded me of British rock stars—the tall, dark, and handsome type, not too bulky but not skinny either, who look good in whatever you make them wear. Except skinny jeans. Nobody looks good in skinny jeans.

      He took out a tablet and absently swiped its screen for a couple of minutes. A tap on my table made me check my hand, then the flop. Once again, my cards were useless. I folded, eager to get back to what my electric rock star was doing. I just couldn’t look away, and there was no perky waitress around to blame. I was the curious and interested one.

      He stilled, slowly putting his tablet down as he looked up and around the room. He seemed to stare at something, and I followed his gaze to the top left corner of the ceiling. I caught a glimpse of something dark slipping into the vent… a long, thick black tail.

      What the…

      I figured it could be an oversized rat. But since when do rats scamper across the ceiling?

      The hint of a bad feeling poked at my stomach, and I exhaled sharply. Maybe I’d imagined it.

      I checked the booth, and… he was gone. Whoever he was, he was weird. Devastatingly handsome, but weird. I looked up at the vent again, but there was nothing there to arouse any suspicion.

      “Miss?” The dealer’s voice dragged me back into reality. He was talking to the cucumber chick, who pursed her lips, then briefly glanced at her mate. He was pretending to look at his cards, resting his chin in his hand, index finger tapping the tip of his nose. I’d learned by now that it was a signal for a good hand.

      “I’ll put in twenty,” the young woman replied, smirking as she pushed blue chips to the center of the table.

      A large figure appeared to my right. I would’ve been startled, had I not recognized Malcolm’s pale blue eyes and round, bald head. He was big and soft on the outside, kind of like the Michelin man stuffed into an Armani suit, but a damn brute if ever crossed.

      It’s showtime.

      They’d probably seen enough through the cameras to confirm my suspicions, if they’d decided to send the big guy, directly. A wave of fear and panic hit me like a bucket of ice water—hard bucket included in the toss. The cucumbers were broiling, as Malcolm glowered at them. Their faces were pale, beads of sweat blooming on their temples. I had never felt anyone switch from giddy to petrified in just ten seconds.

      “You two.” Malcolm nodded at the couple, still separated by the three gamblers. “I need you to stand up and slowly step away from the table.”

      Malcolm never ordered anyone to do anything. He used his calm voice to simply tell people what they had to do, without a fuss. Nobody dared challenge him. What he said was going to happen… well, it always happened. With no exception. He told you to stand up, you sprang to your feet. No questions asked. This time, however, it didn’t seem to immediately stick.

      “Is… Is there something wrong, sir?” the cucumber guy asked, his voice a little pitchy, as the girl slowly stood up, gripping the edge of the table as if to stop herself from collapsing.

      Their world was crashing down on them, and it hurt like hell. My stomach tightened itself into a knot, and my blood went on the race of the century through my veins. I broke into a sweat as my heart skipped a couple of beats. Of course, the legal implications were damning. If caught cheating, players were taken to a back room, where the police would later find them. What happened from the moment they left the table until the police officers got there, however, varied from one establishment to another.

      Malcolm was big and scary as hell, and this couple seemed to have been through the motions before—otherwise, they wouldn’t be so terrified. What they didn’t know was that Malcolm only employed legal methods of detention. No one walked out with bruises or broken bones unless they assaulted someone, and security were forced to defend themselves.

      “I’m not going to ask you again,” Malcolm replied. He hadn’t even brought backup with him. To be fair, there were two guards stationed by the main entrance, anyway. There was nowhere to run.

      The guy stood and chuckled nervously.

      “Seriously, what’s going on here? What did we do?” he asked, while the girl pressed her lips tight together.

      “I think you know exactly what’s going on,” Malcolm replied dryly.

      The three gamblers stared at each other, then scowled at the couple. The old-timer was particularly pissed off. I could tell from how badly I wanted to shove my fist in the young guy’s face, as he continued to laugh it off.

      “No, I don’t! I’m just here playing my game. I’m not bothering anyone!” he insisted.

      “You really don’t want to do this here, buddy.” Malcolm was unfazed and nodded at the bouncers from the main entrance. They both walked over and flanked the couple. “We’re going to go into the back room now.”

      “Nah, man, I’m not going to no back room.” The guy shook his head, trying hilariously hard to keep his cool. I noticed a yellowish glimmer in his brown eyes but couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, exactly. It could just be reflections from the overhead chandeliers.

      Fear clamped on my throat and stiffened my muscles. He didn’t want to disappear into that back room. I thought I could maybe soothe him a little, tell him that nobody was going to hurt him back there, but that would mean revealing my identity as a casino employee. If I outed myself now, other players would learn about me, and my job would be compromised. So, I kept my mouth shut and tried to ride it all out.

      “Relax, buddy,” Malcolm retorted, rolling his eyes. “No one’s getting kneecapped tonight. This is a legally compliant establishment, not a mobster movie.”

      The two security guards politely, yet firmly, nudged them away from their chairs and escorted the couple away as they both voiced their protests.

      “Wait! My money! What about my money?” the guy cried out.

      “You’ll get your buy-in back, but all your winnings will be returned to the house, since you’ve been cheating your ass off,” Malcolm shot back.

      It wasn’t over, though. The crippling fear didn’t leave me. The farther the couple got from me, the lower the intensity of their emotions was supposed to be. That was always the case. No exception. My unique ability was subject to physical distance.

      And yet, I was still terrified. I realized then that I wasn’t experiencing the couple’s feelings anymore. It was someone else. I glanced around the casino, catching glimpses of curious customers as they watched the couple getting escorted to the other side of the room.

      The three gamblers left at my table were just… upset. They felt like idiots, and, by extension, so did I. But no one here was afraid. The games we’d played were going to be annulled, and they were going to get their money back. Those were the house rules, where cheaters were involved. At the end of the night, they were going to walk away as the winners, so to speak. Of course, we all knew they were just going to gamble their money away at another table an hour later, but still. It felt like a second chance for them.

      Malcolm offered a warm smile to the remaining gamblers. “You’re free to put your money into another game.”

      That’s how a casino works, after all. They make their money from other people’s vices. It wasn’t Malcolm’s place to preach or to judge. Our key responsibility was to drive revenue.

      So, it was obvious that the fear making me tremble didn’t belong to the gamblers. I made brief eye contact with the dealer, who looked away, and it hit me. It was him.

      The dealer was absently shuffling a deck of cards, but his fear seeped through me. He was involved with the cucumbers. There was a whiff of familiarity that I hadn’t caught from him earlier because I’d been too focused on the couple. But how? The couple had only seemed to coordinate with each other during the games, so how had the dealer helped?

      A thought crossed my mind, and I opened my clutch and took out a pair of small, yellow-lens glasses. I looked through them at his deck of cards and exhaled. They were marked. The yellowish glimmers in the cucumber guy’s eyes weren’t a chandelier reflection. They were contact lenses, crafted from a material that worked like my special glasses.

      I quickly took my glasses off, chuckling. “I thought I could see better with my glasses, but the light really isn’t helping,” I murmured, flashing a smile to the other players.

      I then gave Malcolm a discreet nudge and nodded at the dealer, who was nervously eyeing us both at this point. He’d caught on. He’d realized what I’d done. The guy was a new employee—otherwise, he never would’ve used marked cards on my shift. No one had warned him, either. Good.

      “You,” Malcolm said to the dealer. “We need to talk.”

      “A-About what?” he replied, his voice barely audible. His enclosed position at the specially designed table made me feel trapped. The dealer could have no access to people near the table during the games, to avoid foul play. Hence, he was basically plopped in the middle of it. To get out of there fast, he’d have to jump over the table and crawl to the edge.

      He didn’t give Malcolm a chance to explain, as he did exactly what I’d expected, and sprang on top of the table. It was time for more… drastic measures.

      I held my breath, and thousands of cards burst out from the shelves beneath the table.

      The dealer fell backward, dazed and confused by the flurry of playing cards swarming all around him, like crazed birds in a horror movie. He yelped and cursed as they fluttered frenetically around him, swatting him over the face, defying the laws of physics.

      Gasps erupted from around the table and the rest of the room as the cards scattered in the air.

      Malcolm lunged after the dealer, but he rolled over the table, pushing the other players away as he made a run for the main doors. There was no security on that side, and he could easily escape. The two guards were busy with the cheaters, and the others were farther back in the room, with not enough time to reach us.

      “I don’t think so,” I muttered and set my sights on one of the empty chairs at the last blackjack table by the exit.

      When I said I wasn’t like most people, I wasn’t kidding. Empathy wasn’t my only unique… skill. Telekinesis, over which I had better control, was the second one—though I’d yet to understand its extent, and it often depended on my anger to perform properly. Straight-up weirdo.

      It felt as if I had these invisible tendrils extending from my fingers, and I had to focus them on an object in order for me to take hold of and then move it.

      The dealer had made me angry enough to focus and take control of that chair, twenty feet away from me. It slid across the room and tripped the guy. He stumbled and landed flat on his face, with a painfully heavy thud. I had a feeling he’d at least sprained something in the process.

      Atta girl!

      I was still working on improving my telekinetic ability, but I’d managed to move an object to a predetermined location without a fuss. Compared to my earliest attempts when it first began to manifest, around the age of seven, I dared to call it progress.

      Malcolm ran over to the dealer and pushed his knee into his back, prompting him to cry out from the pain. Two other bouncers rushed in from the bar and got the dealer up on his feet.

      “Take him to the back room, too,” Malcolm barked, annoyed whenever he was forced to get athletic in his Armani suit. “We’re pressing charges!”

      They both nodded and dragged him away. They passed by me, and there it was again: the sheer terror. This guy had been in prison before. He clearly didn’t want to go back, but hey, you commit crimes, you pay the price.

      Malcolm got up as I collected what was left of my poker chips and bid my farewell to the other three players. Two waitresses and a new dealer quickly took over, inviting the players to resume their seats and offering plenty of drinks on the house. It was the least the casino could do, after one of its crooked dealers had shoved three of its clients away from the table.

      “How did you do that?” Malcolm reached my side as I walked over to the cashier.

      “Do what?”

      It was time to come up with good excuses for my inhuman abilities. Fortunately, I had an entire arsenal of perfectly reasonable explanations. Malcolm was very fond of me, but he was also very curious. This wasn’t the first time he’d caught a whiff. My “intuition” had been a subject of his fascination from the day he’d hired me.

      “The cards, Harley,” he replied, slightly irritated. “How did you do that?”

      “Dude.” I chuckled. “I rigged the drawers. It’s an old-school carnival trick. I knew he was dirty.”

      Malcolm frowned. “How did you know that? How did you spot him?”

      Ugh, digging deeper.

      Malcolm had worked as a police officer for ten years before switching to private security. His detective skills had yet to simmer down.

      “I noticed some signs, Malcolm. Nothing special, trust me,” I said. “People are… well, they’re people. Their emotions betray them, and you, my friend, are a very intimidating presence. You made the guy nervous; I could tell before we opened the doors tonight. So, I employed some good ol’ mechanical tricks with the drawers, in case he tried to make a run for it. Which he obviously did.”

      “And the couple? How did you spot them this time?”

      “It’s my job, Malcolm. I’m not telling you my secrets.” I giggled. “It’s how I earn my keep.”

      He smirked. “And the chair?”

      He’d saved the best for last. I let out a long, tortured sigh as I returned the chips to the cashier with a friendly wink. She smiled briefly and handed over a receipt, which I slipped into Malcolm’s chest pocket.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied dryly. “Not my fault that boy has two left legs and can’t even run without tripping over random objects.”

      “The chair slid and—” He stopped himself, then took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a second, and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      He was frustrated. We’d been doing the same dance for three months now, since I’d started working here. I caught the cheaters. Sometimes I had to employ my unorthodox methods to stop them from fleeing. Then I had to explain the unexplainable. We’d both then shrug, I’d get paid, and we’d part ways until my next shift.

      The casino didn’t like drilling for information. As long as the cheaters were caught, and I got my bonuses, we were all happy. But Malcolm’s detective intuition made it hard for him to let go.

      “So, what’s my bonus for tonight?” I grinned, eager to change the subject to what really interested me.

      “Five percent, as usual.” Malcolm shook his head, giving me the half-smile that labeled me as “incorrigible.”

      “Oh, that’s…” I quickly did the math in my head and reached three zeroes, in the upper half of a decimal. “Hell, yes! I get to give my Daisy a new paintjob. Maybe a new exhaust, too!”

      After a life spent with a handful of personal belongings stashed in a black garbage bag as I was carted off from one foster family to another, I’d recently acquired a car—a raucous, black 1967 Ford Mustang in need of improvements and lots of love. I’d named her Daisy, and she was my first purchase as a responsible adult. She was also the birthday present I gave myself upon turning nineteen. Naturally, I was eager to invest a little bit of cash in her upkeep, whenever I got the chance, since the casino job paid pretty well. Most of the bonuses went right into my future college fund. But I did spoil myself and Daisy once in a while. Regardless of what others said, adulting was fun.

      Malcolm smiled softly. “I’ve got a good mechanic I can recommend, if you’re interested.”

      I was filled with affection, a gentle warmth I’d always imagined felt like fatherly love. I’d only felt it once before, with Mr. Smith, from my last foster family—the only decent home I was put in. Malcolm was, indeed, very fond of me. I thought of a warm breakfast on the kitchen table whenever he looked at me that way, reminding me of Mr. Smith’s maple syrup pancakes and freshly squeezed orange juice.

      “That would be great, thanks!” I beamed at him, then remembered the cucumbers. “Just so you know, the couple you guys lifted—they know each other. They didn’t think anyone would notice, but you know me. I think they’re quite seasoned, too. You might want the cops to check with Nevada casinos.”

      “Good point. Thank you, Harley.” Malcolm gave me an appreciative nod. “They’ll get banned, anyway, and we’ll put out a nationwide alert on their profiles. They didn’t show up in our system when they came in.”

      “Ah, yes, facial recognition cameras. I keep forgetting we have those,” I muttered, as I caught movement at the corner of my eye, then above us. Looking up, the flicker of a shadow in a corner by another vent made me still. I could’ve sworn I’d just seen that long black tail again…

      I must be tired.

      “They’ll get arrested, too,” Malcolm replied.

      I shrugged. “Hey, man, that’s what happens when you don’t keep your nose clean.”

      In retrospect, I could’ve ended up a lot worse, as a foster kid. We were the discarded souls that nobody wanted. Most of the kids in the system ended up in juvenile detention centers and, later on, prison.

      It wasn’t really their fault. Nobody chooses to be a criminal at the age of twelve. Your environment pushes you. The lack of involvement from the authorities when you signal abuse from one foster parent, then another—it makes you lose any semblance of hope. The system doesn’t believe you, and you grow up distrusting the system in return.

      Nobody listens to you. Nobody cares. You do what you can to get by. That’s how it usually goes down for us kids with black garbage bags.

      I did good for myself. I stayed out of serious trouble, despite my often-troublesome abilities. Of course, the other foster kids didn’t grow up with a note from their dad, telling them to “stay smart” and “stay safe.”

      As miserable as I was without parents to call my own, I still felt a little lucky to have had that handful of words to guide me.

      It was better than nothing.
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      Shortly after the incident, my shift was over, but the night was far from coming to an end, with about a dozen customers left at the poker and blackjack tables. Only one of them was walking away with more money than he’d come in with. The others filled me with a sense of disappointment, and, at the same time, hope—the idea that they’d try again next time, and maybe beat the house.

      I wasn’t a gambler myself, nor would I ever indulge. Given my ability as an empath, I’d already experienced the thrilling highs and the devastating lows from all the players I’d had to sit next to during my work hours. I could never get over the pit in my stomach after watching someone throw twenty grand right into the dealer’s hands. Loss was one emotion I was already familiar with, and it wasn’t something I needed more of. On top of that, at nineteen, I wasn’t even legally allowed to gamble. Working there and pretending to be a gambler, however, was a different story, thanks to several legal loopholes that Malcolm had taken advantage of, in order to get me on his crew.

      “You have to let me set you up on a date with Daniel,” Malcolm said with a smile, watching me as I collected my clutch from the top of the bar, then put my leather jacket on. The jacket was one of my favorites, and I rarely parted with it, especially given these cool early spring nights we’d been having lately.

      “Now, why would you do that to your own son, Malcolm?” I grinned.

      “He’s nineteen; you’re nineteen. You’re a good girl; he’s a good boy. You’re lonely, and Daniel sure could use a female presence in his life. I could go on,” Malcolm replied, rubbing the back of his neck.

      His wife died when Daniel was only five, so it had been just the two of them for a very long time. Shortly after he became a single dad, Malcolm put the police badge away and started working in security—a slightly safer line of work, since he couldn’t put his life at such risk anymore. Not while raising a son, anyway.

      Malcolm was being truthful, though. Daniel was a good guy, and I’d met him a couple of months earlier. I’d noticed the sweet looks he gave me, but I didn’t think anything of it until Malcolm first suggested a date. This was his third attempt, and it was going to be a no, once again. Daniel was sweet and all, but he just wasn’t my type. Not that I actually knew what my “type” was, but something inside me just didn’t click with Daniel.

      Besides, being in a relationship meant I’d have to eventually explain my weird powers, and I was nowhere near ready to have that conversation with anybody.

      “Sorry, Malcolm, but it’s still a no for me,” I replied gently, careful not to let him down too hard. “I mean, I’m happy to go out with the both of you, since there’s so much of San Diego I’ve yet to experience, despite growing up here, and you guys know all the good burger joints, apparently… But I’m not getting into the dating game anytime soon, and I’d hate to string Daniel along.”

      “Can’t blame an old man for trying.” Malcolm shook his head slowly as the shadow of a smile passed over his face.

      “See you in a couple of days.” I winked, waved him goodbye, and walked out through the back door. I’d parked my Daisy in the far-right corner of the employees’ parking lot, away from the others, and I could see her from where I was standing as I searched for my keys at the bottom of the clutch. Customers parked their cars on the other side of the building.

      The casino door closed behind me with a loud click, and my fingers finally clasped around my keys. My stomach seemed a bit upset, as if there was a little monster inside, gnawing away at it. Leftover pizza for dinner it is, then.

      There were a few other cars in the lot, besides my Mustang, including Malcolm’s black sedan. I walked over to mine, welcoming the cool darkness of midnight. The stars glimmered overhead, in the company of the giant pearl commonly referred to as the moon. I’d always been captivated by it, especially when it was so big and glowing so close to the Earth, though I knew its size was an optical illusion, the horizon tricking my mind and warping reality.

      A shadow darted across the asphalt before me, but vanished somewhere behind my Daisy before I could see what it was. I ignored the sudden chill and kept moving, keys in hand, eager to sink into a hot bath at home.

      “No, please!” a man yelped somewhere farther down on 55th Street, just where the parking lot ended in its shoddy wooden fence.

      My heart hammered in my chest. I walked faster, my stilettos clicking across the asphalt as I reached my car.

      “What… What are you?” The same voice grew louder, and I stilled, crippled with horror. But it wasn’t my horror—it was his.

      I squinted into the darkness, but couldn’t find the man who had cried out.

      Maybe he was just some dude who’d snorted too much of that “good stuff.” But his emotions were far too powerful. I’d experienced drug-induced panics from other people, and none were as intense as the thick sheet of ice constricting my heart in this moment. Besides, my instincts were already telling me to at least find out what was going on, to see if I should call the police.

      I walked around the car, toward the fence. I looked down 55th Street, both ways, but there was nothing to see, other than dim orange lights cast by distant streetlamps.

      “What the…” I muttered, catching movement somewhere to my right, just where the small apartment blocks started rising, lined with palm trees.

      The man whose voice I’d just heard emerged from the shadows. He tripped and fell over, just twenty feet away from me and right in the middle of the street. Fear crashed into me in a second, much more brutal wave, paralyzing my muscles. Oh, man, he’s scared out of his mind.

      “Get away from me!” he shrieked, then stumbled to his feet and started running again.

      “Dude, are you okay?” I called out as he got closer.

      He was pale, paper-white almost, his face drenched in sweat and his crisp, Friday-night-out suit covered in dirt and cuts. He was pretty roughed up, his lip split and a purplish bruise blaring around his left eye. He stared at me for a second, then exhaled sharply with genuine relief. I felt hope bursting inside my chest—his, as he hoped I would save him. From what, though?

      “No, I’m not! You’ve got to help me, call the police!” he said, his voice trembling. “I can’t see… I can’t see who it is… or what it is, but it just won’t let me be!”

      “Um, wait, what?” I got confused, fast.

      My initial thought of a drug-related trip gone horribly wrong crossed my mind, until a shadow flickered across the ground. I looked down and saw the long black tail I’d seen earlier inside the casino. It lashed out from the shadows to my right, and coiled its tip around the man’s ankles, sweeping him off his feet.

      “What—” I didn’t manage to finish my thought. The man fell hard on his back, screaming as he got dragged away. “No, no, no!”

      I dropped my keys and clutch and jumped over the fence, my left heel slipping. Not the best night for stilettos, clearly.

      “HELP!” he cried out.

      I ran after him, slightly limping from the pain budding in my left ankle. His emotions were toying with my senses, and it took considerable mental effort for me to push it all down so I could focus on what was happening as I followed him.

      Whatever had latched onto his ankles had a surprisingly long tail. Snake, maybe? No, what kind of snake can do that?

      A large figure took form in the semi-darkness ahead, with light from a streetlamp offering me a better view. My stomach churned, then wriggled itself into a small, painful ball, as I came to a halt. This was not a snake. Nor was it a man.

      Whatever this is, it’s not human.

      “Oh, God, help me, please!” the man bellowed, desperately scraping at the asphalt beneath him as he was dragged backward.

      I tried to catch his hands, his fingers bloodied by his attempts to get away, but I missed him by inches. And then a bloodcurdling growl made me freeze in place. The creature taunting the guy came into view, its big black eyes fixed on me.

      As it noticed me, it stopped dragging the man, enough for him to look over his shoulder and cry with exasperation. “What the hell is going on? What’s happening to me?”

      “You… You can’t see it?” I murmured, staring at the horrible beast standing before me.

      “See what? There’s nothing! I don’t… How is… Why is this happening?”

      It hit me then that the man couldn’t see the creature taunting him. I figured it was better that way. He was spared the visual horror.

      I was standing face-to-face with some kind of… monster. It was huge, at least eight feet tall, with bulging, pitch-black eyes and two long, twisted horns that sprouted from either side of a crooked, asymmetrical head. Thick strings of drool clung to a pair of enormous fangs, and razor-sharp claws protruded from the ends of its lanky, ape-like limbs. Its skin was leathery, a dark and dirty shade of gray, with spikes erupting from behind its neck. A stringy tail trailed behind it, and, judging by the giant bat wings extending from its back, this thing could also fly.

      It growled again, this time louder, as it continued glaring at me.

      “What… are you?” I gasped, my own fear taking hold of my bones and joints, pushing my instincts into survival mode.

      “You can see… it?” The man gawked at me, blood trickling from his temple.

      “Yeah, but, trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      It was a weirdly freakish hybrid, a cross between an ape, an overgrown lizard, and a bat, and it was looking way too intensely at me. Claws as big and as sharp as the monster’s took hold of my heart as it let go of the man and smacked him over the back of his head with its tail.

      He lost consciousness, and the monster moved over his body, its shadow nearly swallowing him. Every nerve in my body screamed for me to run. But I couldn’t leave the man to die. If our situations were reversed, I knew I’d want someone looking out for me.

      Given the disgusting amount of drool, it was dinnertime for the beast, and the dude was its main course.

      “Hey! Leave him alone!” I shouted.

      Whatever this creature was, it wasn’t interested in meaningful conversation. The monster sneered at me, then shifted its focus back to the guy, its jaws parting with anticipation as it lowered its head for a bite. My fight-or-flight instinct kicked itself into fight mode.

      I thrust my arms out to help concentrate my telekinetic powers. First, I had to latch onto it. For some reason, I needed a clear view and angle to “lasso” the target. Fortunately, given how preoccupied the thing was with its meal, that wasn’t hard. I curled my fingers, focusing all my energy into its throat. The creature stilled, then choked as my hold on it tightened.

      I was panting hard. I’d never performed such a precise grab before, and certainly not with a target this big. Nevertheless, I latched on and pulled the monster away, swinging my arms up as I tossed it over my head. It snarled as it was forced to part with its prey, sailing through the air.

      My breath stopped as I saw where it was going to land.

      “My car. Not my car!” I blurted out, then latched onto the creature once more, waving it away from my beloved Daisy.

      It missed my Mustang by inches, and crashed into the fence. Wood splinters flew outward, and the monster groaned from the pain, then lifted its head to glare at me. Its anger flowed through me like lightning. I’d really pissed it off now.

      The guy behind me came to and gasped, as all he could see were the creature’s claws crushing the asphalt beneath it with each step it took toward me. Think fast, think fast, think fast!

      The monster lunged at me, baring its fangs, its black eyes wide and filled with rage. I tried to swat it away again, but it darted to the right. I launched another mental lasso at it, and it jerked to the left. It had already figured out my telekinesis.

      “Crap,” I muttered, desperately trying to think of another way out of this mess.

      “What?” the guy behind me croaked.

      “Run,” I breathed, as the monster veered toward me again.

      I put my arms out, hoping I could at least nudge it away, but then a flash of fire exploded between us. The blaze pushed me back a couple of feet. It didn’t hit me, but it certainly got the monster, forcing it into a rough landing on its back.

      “What the hell is going on here?” the guy cried out.

      “Why do you keep asking me? How the hell am I supposed to know?” I shot back, genuinely exasperated.

      It was bad enough that I could see the thing, and still had no idea how to stop it. On top of that, I’d just nearly gotten myself blown up, somehow. All I wanted was a hot bath and a slice of yesterday’s pizza. Was that too much to ask?

      “Step aside, miss.” A somewhat familiar voice caught me off guard.

      Behind me, a young man emerged from the shadows of the residential building next to the casino’s parking lot. The deep green eyes, the dark curls resting on his forehead, the smooth, dark blue silk of his suit—it was the electric dude I’d seen earlier during the poker game.

      The monster grunted, shaking its ginormous head, then looked at us and let out a spine-chilling roar. The electric dude frowned at the creature, pursing his lips as if he were dealing with a smaller-sized nuisance, like a rat, and not the living nightmare slowly getting back up on its hind legs.

      “You… You can see it, too?” the guy on the ground asked him.

      “Seriously, why are you still here?” I rolled my eyes at the wounded stranger, then pointed at the end of the street. “Just run!”

      “No, stay there,” the electric dude replied, his voice low and eerily calm in spite of the raging monster shuddering in preparation for another attack. “You’re a witness.”

      “Who are you? And what the hell is this… thing?” I managed, trying to wrap my head around the many unknowns that had gotten between me and my leftover-pizza dinner.

      “I’m Wade. Wade Crowley,” the electric dude replied, and only then did I catch the hint of an Irish accent he carried. “And that’s a gargoyle.”

      I stared at him, then at the monster, for a couple of seconds, noticing the soot on its horrific face. The fire that had hit it earlier had burned through its thick skin, but hadn’t managed to inflict significant damage. What the heck was it made of?

      “A what now?” I blinked several times, my brain left behind for a moment.

      “A gargoyle. Not sure what wasn’t clear about that statement.” Wade raised an eyebrow at me, as if I was the idiot. As if I was supposed to just know what that thing was. He’d made it sound as though gargoyles were as common as sewer rats.

      “Well, pardon me for not knowing that gargoyles are real and not just creepy statues!” I shot back, slightly annoyed.

      Wade opened his mouth to say something, but the gargoyle’s sudden movements made him put his hands up. The ten rings on his fingers lit up in an incandescent orange, and, to my shock, flames burst from his palms, hitting the monster right in the face. The creature yelped and covered its head with its wings, then growled and darted to the side, dissolving into the darkness behind a small building flanked by a Jeep, just outside the casino’s parking lot.

      The way the light fell over it made it difficult to tell whether the gargoyle was still there.

      “Did you kill it?” I asked, craning my neck to get a better look, as the guy behind me got up and backed away slowly.

      “Nope,” Wade replied, scanning the building. I couldn’t stop staring at his rings, which were still glowing a peculiar shade of amber.

      The gargoyle jumped out and landed on top of the Jeep, the hood bending inward under its weight, as it snarled at us. It moved too fast for Wade to hit it with fire again, dodging the flaming balls as it zigzagged across the street toward me and the guy on my right.

      “Stay down!” I shouted at him, then tried another telekinetic move on the gargoyle.

      I managed to smack its shoulder but didn’t stop it, as it took flight and shot right at me. Light flickered across its face, and I ducked as Wade’s flames hit it hard. Whatever ability Wade had, it was similar to mine, but he was in much better control of his powers than I could even dream of being with mine.

      The gargoyle landed on its side, but didn’t give Wade a chance to hit it again, and bolted toward me and the guy once more. This creature was really persistent about getting its dinner.

      I put my hands out and managed to latch onto its right wing. It gave me a panicked look, and I slapped the asphalt in a sudden crouch, as it was the only way for me to bring it down, given its considerable size. I felt like the puppet master in charge of a giant white shark, my muscles straining.

      Wade watched as I struggled to keep the creature down. I noticed his frown, and scoffed.

      “A little help here, Wade?”

      “I figured since you ignored my request to step aside, and you’re continuing to disrupt my operation here, I might as well see what you can do,” he replied sarcastically. “Clearly, not much.”

      As much as I hated it, he was right. The gargoyle tossed and turned until it escaped my hold. Dammit, I need more practice!

      “Your operation?” I snapped. “For Pete’s sake, help me kill this thing!”

      “No one’s killing anything tonight,” Wade replied, then brought his hands up again. The gargoyle dodged several fire pellets, then decided to deal with the source, directly.

      In three wide jumps, it reached Wade and pounced at him.

      “Don’t let him get away!” Wade shouted at me.

      “Let who get away?” I replied, then glanced over my shoulder and saw the wounded guy trying to run off.

      “If he gets out there, the gargoyle will go after him before I get a chance to catch it. Keep him here!” Wade grunted as he tackled the gargoyle with what looked like Judo moves.

      What in the world is he doing?

      Nevertheless, I caught the guy by his sleeve, pulling him back and farther away from the middle of the street, where Wade was struggling to get on top of the gargoyle.

      “Just stay here. He says it’s safer if you don’t run. Let him do his… thing,” I said to the guy, then stared at Wade for a couple of seconds.

      The beast got the upper hand and punched him so hard, Wade flew twenty feet to the right, then slid over the fence and slammed against the passenger door of my car. My heart hurt as I heard the metal dent on impact.

      “My baby!” I gasped, as Wade quickly came to and frowned at me.

      “Your baby?” he muttered.

      “Ah jeez, not you! My car! Don’t scratch my car!” I shot back.

      The gargoyle didn’t wait for Wade to get up. It rushed at him, and I knew that if I didn’t do something quick, my Daisy was going to pay the price. Fueled by fear itself, I sprinted forward and found the strength to clap my hands and do something I hadn’t done since I’d nearly destroyed the shed of my last foster home.

      The friction of my palms coming together created sparks, and the adrenaline pumping through me provided the energy I needed to generate a thin sheet of fire, which I aimed directly at the gargoyle.

      Wade froze, his eyes wide as he saw the blaze coming. Just as I’d manipulated the creature earlier with telekinesis, I employed the same arm movements to guide the fire sheet as it slipped right in front of Wade, prompting the gargoyle to come to a grinding halt, its knees scraping the asphalt.

      “Hah!” I cackled, then brought my arms back, as if pulling two ropes, and the fire sheet moved closer toward the gargoyle. The creature scrambled backward as the flames licked at its back.

      Wade jumped to his feet and ran around the beast, depositing small green crystals in a circle, before he stopped, dropped, and slapped the ground hard, muttering something. I stilled as the green crystals lit up from the inside, my fire curtain gone in a flash. Bright, greenish-white beams shot out from the gems, then became flexible and lashed around the gargoyle. The creature didn’t know what to do, scared by my fire and blinded by the strange, flashing ropes that stretched over it in a net-like pattern.

      Wade got back up, casually dusting himself off, as the now-incandescent-green ropes tightened into a trap and knocked the gargoyle down, forcing it into submission. The creature struggled and growled, but whenever it tried to stand, the incandescent ropes burned into its thick skin, far worse and deeper than any of the fires that had been thrown at it earlier.

      Only then, as I managed to catch my breath, my knees and arms shaking from both physical exertion and shock, did perfectly reasonable questions start knocking the air out of my lungs.

      What was that trap? How did it work? How could light be bent like that? How come Wade could use fire the way he did? Did it come from those rings on his fingers? How did he know what a gargoyle was? Why had the creature tried to attack the guy? Where had it come from?

      Of the many darting through my head at this point, I figured I deserved answers at least to these questions. I shifted my focus to Wade, understanding right then and there that (a) I wasn’t the only one with peculiar abilities, and that (b) he clearly had the answers I needed.

      Answers that I’d been looking for since I was seven years old and first noticed how different I was from everybody else.
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      Pre-order Harley Merlin and the Secret Coven now for your convenience and have it delivered automatically on release day (August 27th, 2018)!: 

      If you’re in the US, tap here.

      UK: tap here.

      Australia: tap here.

      For any other country: tap here.
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      Thank you, once again, for reading, and I can’t wait to see you there!

      Love,

      Bella x
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