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      My hands were covered in blood. It oozed between my fingers, snaking down my wrists and pooling across the floor of the small room. No matter how hard I scrubbed, I couldn’t get it to budge, the viscous liquid turning everything a sickening shade of scarlet.

      I flinched as something bit into my skin, and looked down to see a tiny shard of glass sticking out. Cursing under my breath, I pulled the fragment out and tossed it into the trash, listening for the clink of it as it fell. I reached for yet another damp cloth, desperate to get everything cleaned up as quickly as possible. The sooner I was done, the better. I’d already worked my way through a considerable stack of cloths, most now piled high in a laundry bag to my right, which looked like the remnants of a murder scene.

      The stench was overwhelming, filling my nostrils with an acrid, metallic tang. Had it been normal, human blood, it would have been horrifying, but at least I would have known where it came from. This was something different entirely. Several shades of red, a patch of blue, and a funny streak of black flowed together to make one nauseating puddle of grossness. I didn’t want to touch it, let alone clean it up, but here I was, stuck in the stuffy confines of the ship’s storeroom, crouched down in a pool of alien blood, wishing every kind of pain imaginable on the woman who had caused this mess.

      Pandora had dropped a tray of vials earlier, and though she claimed it was an accident, I suspected foul play. Naturally, she hadn’t bothered to clean the aftermath up herself, but had demanded I get down on my knees and do it instead. No doubt she thought herself too important to do any grunt work. That was certainly the way she was acting, strutting about the ship like a peacock, keeping us all busy to the point of exhaustion while she messed around with a few dials and controls.

      We’d been on the Vanquish for a week already, heading for Zai, and it felt like the longest week of my life. Around every corner, there was something else Pandora wanted us to do. She never gave any of us a moment to ourselves. Each morning, there was an enormous list to plow through, but we knew there would only be more jobs if we ever reached the end of it. Not that we ever did.

      I understood why she was doing it, but that only served to make me more annoyed. Pandora was keeping all five of us—Navan, Bashrik, Angie, Lauren, and myself—as busy as possible, to prevent us from congregating in secret or stealing a moment to discuss plans with one another. She wasn’t an idiot; she had to know we had other reasons for wanting to be away from Vysanthe, and she was making sure we didn’t get a single second to put those reasons into action.

      After all, we’d been shipped off in such a hurry, the five of us had barely had the chance to speak with one another about what we might do when we reached the Fed outpost near Zai. Queen Brisha had demanded we leave the day after my stunt at the new alchemy lab, perhaps fearing another manic attack involving an explosives belt and her beloved generators. It wasn’t ideal, since it meant we had to miss out on the mission to Queen Gianne’s underground hangar to destroy her new fleet, but there was nothing we could do about that. Navan had tried to persuade her to let us complete that mission first, but Brisha wasn’t having any of it. With guards flanking us, we’d been frog-marched from our quarters down to the waiting Vanquish.

      And now, we were far away from that world, piercing the eternity of space, headed for Zai. Much to our irritation, we’d been forced to tell Pandora about the deep-space tech in the underground hangar, knowing her rebel resources might be our best bet at keeping it secret. With surprising solemnity, she had promised she would get Orion to see to it—whatever that meant. Even so, I worried what might happen if Brisha discovered the technology and the lies we’d told before Orion could do anything about it.

      It was funny, the way my mind settled on certain things while I was in the middle of some menial task Pandora had set. In solitude, scrubbing for hours, it was hard not to dwell on fears and errors.

      Still, at least I wasn’t in the engine room polishing the thousands of pipes, big and miniscule, that crisscrossed all over the thrumming chamber, running in labyrinthine tracks across the ceilings and walls, and even under the floor. Navan and Bashrik had been sentenced to that particular duty today, and I knew they’d come back at the next mealtime shouting at the tops of their voices, their hearing muffled by the roar of the engines. The Vanquish was not a sleek, state-of-the art machine like the Asterope, with silky smooth, purring engines—it was a military beast, built for might and power, not deep-space speed.

      Sometimes, Navan and I would pass in the corridor on the way to our next tasks, and I would tap the spot just above my heart, where my climpet still flashed, the light showing my love for him was still as strong as ever. He would smile and tap his, or lift his shirt to show me, if he was feeling particularly defiant to Pandora’s surveillance. I usually preferred the latter, though I wasn’t all that keen on Pandora looking in, getting a cheap thrill out of it. Besides, knowing her, she’d probably think we were communicating in some peculiar Morse code, though she hadn’t said anything about it just yet.

      Drawing my mind away from Navan, I thought of Lauren, who was in the supply closet down the hallway making an inventory of every little thing the ship had, while Angie was stuck in the laundry room cleaning every scrap of material for the dozenth time. I could already visualize her emerging from the humidity of the laundry room, her already-curly hair frizzed up into an unruly blond mass, her face deeply unimpressed. The inventory would go missing at the end of the day, meaning someone would have to do it again tomorrow, but we’d grown used to that annoyance. Pandora saw to it that every task needed repeating, purely to keep us away from one another. “The devil makes work for idle hands,” and all that.

      I know what I’d like to do with my idle hands, I thought bitterly, wondering how it would feel to smack Pandora hard across the face. Delightful, I imagined.

      She just would not leave us alone, to the point where she’d taken to sleeping in the same room as us. Not only that, but she was monitoring our every move with recording devices that were dotted all over the ship. Wherever I walked, the devices moved to follow me, their camera lenses glinting like eyes, surveying every corner, every walkway, every room. One was watching me right now, at the far end of the store cupboard, peering down over my shoulder. I thought of Pandora sitting in her control room, chuckling to herself as she watched the camera feeds, and felt my hands tighten around the damp, blood-soaked cloths. She really was insufferable.

      Just then, the alarm on my wristband beeped, telling me it was almost three o’clock—not that time had much purpose or meaning out in space, where there was no sunlight or moonlight, only the endless expanse of stars stretching through the darkness. Even so, it felt nice to have something routine, to keep my grasp on earthly, normal things.

      I hurled the last of the sodden cloths into the laundry bag, knowing Angie would hate me for dropping off so many, threw it over my shoulder, and headed out of the store cupboard. A few unsightly streaks of crimson marked the ground, but they would dry. Besides, if Pandora didn’t like it, she’d just get me to do it all over again.

      Keeping my head down, I walked briskly down the hallway toward the observation deck, leaving the sack outside the laundry room on my way. I rapped on the door to let Angie know it was there, but I didn’t stay to see her irate face. It was almost my turn to check for any updates on the Note, and I was determined not to be late because of Pandora’s spillage.

      I had just reached the main space of the vessel when a jolt vibrated through the ship. With the gravity drives enabled, there was no graceful floating, just the hard impact of being weighted to the ground, as though we were on land. Stumbling to one side, I knocked into the wall, grasping for a handhold to keep me upright as a second shudder rippled through the vessel, shaking it violently. Still gripping the side of the wall, I peered into the main space, trying to see what was going on. There were no windows in the main chamber of the Vanquish, but the cockpit was on the other side of it, the door wide open, revealing Pandora in the captain’s chair, her hands darting over the control panel, struggling to steer the ship.

      I turned as the sound of erratic footsteps echoed in the passageway behind me. Navan, Bashrik, Angie, and Lauren were all running toward me, swaying from side to side with the jarring movements of the ship.

      “What’s going on?” Navan asked as we moved into the main space and headed for the cockpit.

      “We’re passing through a field of metal debris. It came out of nowhere!” Pandora yelled, her fingertips moving so fast they were almost a blur. “Bashrik, take the second set of controls and help me navigate! Lauren, Angie, secure any loose items in the cockpit. The last thing we need is something crashing down and hitting one of us while we’re trying to steer. Riley, Navan, man the force guns—we need to push this debris away from the ship before it does too much damage!” she barked, her eyes never leaving the screen in front of her, where objects kept popping up, flashing red when they got too close.

      “I don’t have any training with weaponry like this. I’m used to two-man fighting vessels, not giant military gunships!” I replied anxiously, while the others hurried to their posts. Only Navan hung back, waiting for me.

      “Just figure it out, Riley! We don’t have time for your pathetic insecurities!” Pandora bellowed back, her eyes narrowing as she took us past a particularly aggressive block of compressed metal.

      With my cheeks flushing angrily, I turned and took off through the main space of the ship, with Navan in hot pursuit. We were headed for the weapons control section on the floor beneath the one we were currently running across. Turning down the corridor, we sprinted to the end, where a stairwell disappeared into the metal ground. With our booted feet clanging on the winding, steel steps, we reached the bottom of the ship, sprinting in the direction of the gun-pods, the vessel still jolting back and forth, knocking us off balance. Well, knocking me off balance. Navan seemed to figure out how to run in a straight line, despite the jarring movements.

      Reaching the reinforced glass gun-pods, which stuck out beneath the belly of the ship like transparent eggs, we sat next to one another, staring out at the debris that floated across the landscape in every direction. The weapons panels lit up, showing the targets that surrounded the vessel. Each one beeped and flashed bright red if it got too close to the ship, much like on the panel Pandora was using.

      “Where the heck did all of this come from?” I asked, staring down at the controls. Five buttons dotted the side of the screen, each holding the key to a different weapon. “And which of these buttons will get rid of it?”

      Navan came over and showed me which button held the symbol for force guns. “It’s hard to say where all this debris came from. It could’ve come from any direction. This stuff could’ve been floating across space for years, but nobody bothers with a cleanup unless it’s in their jurisdiction. Even then, most don’t bother,” he replied grimly, taking up the pod next door and tapping his own force-gun button.

      “Do we just fire?” I wondered, feeling nervous. I had excelled in my fighter-pilot training, but this was a whole different field of weaponry. The ship was bigger, the guns were huge, and there was a lot at stake. Unlike on the training field, where everything was a simulation, there was no restart button here.

      “Yes,” Navan said. His hands moved across the panel, targeting blocks of debris, the pulse of his force gun sending them hurtling away from the vessel. It looked simple enough…

      Looking down at my panel and pretending I was back in the fighter ships, I took a deep breath and told myself to focus. This was no different from how we had practiced back on Vysanthe. Steeling myself, I let my hands do the work, moving deftly across the panel. It was only when I targeted a large chunk of ominous-looking metal that I realized Navan’s button was in a different position from mine. By then, it was too late.

      Without warning, an enormous blast made the Vanquish tremble as a trail of blinding white light shot outward, slicing the chunk of metal clean in two. Everything beyond the ship played out in silence, but I could tell the impact on the metal was huge. A moment later, the two halves veered off, with one jagged shard heading straight for us. Navan scrambled to rectify the situation, his hands darting against the screen, but the metal was too close, and too quick. It was going to hit us, and there was nothing we could do to stop it.

      It collided with the Vanquish head-on, the force of the collision sending me flying forward, straight out of my seat. Had Navan not stuck out his arm to catch me, I would’ve smacked into the solid glass of the pod wall, no doubt breaking my neck in the process.

      “Are you okay?” Navan asked, putting his arm around me.

      I nodded, the air knocked clean out of me. I didn’t get the chance to say anything else, as the sound of thundering boots ricocheted down the hallway behind us. Pandora charged through the underbelly of the ship, her eyes glittering with fury.

      “What are you playing at down here? You almost got us killed!” she snarled, glancing at the control panel. I noticed she didn’t look at Navan while flinging her accusations. It was clear it was my fault this had happened. “You selected the cannons, you idiot! I told you to use force guns!” she shouted, pushing me roughly to one side and sitting down in my seat. Immediately, she set to work, skillfully sending the debris away from the ship, her hands moving expertly.

      “I’ve never used this panel before!” I tried to defend myself, but it fell on deaf ears. She wasn’t interested in what I had to say.

      “Damage report?” Pandora asked, pressing the comms button on the control panel, while the force guns continued to push the debris out of our path.

      Bashrik’s voice crackled through. “Minimal damage. The hull took a beating, but there are no breaches. Guns are operational, engines are operational, shields are operational. It’s just a cosmetic issue. The old girl won’t look as pretty again,” he remarked, offering a tight laugh.

      “Very good. Keep running diagnostics. If anything has been damaged, I want to know about it immediately,” Pandora insisted.

      “Will keep you updated,” Bashrik replied. A click signaled his return to running checks on the ship, the conversation over.

      “Navan, go and help navigate while your brother runs diagnostics,” Pandora instructed, still not looking up from her work.

      “Of course,” he said, flashing me an apologetic glance. I could sense the rage rippling off Pandora in waves, but surely there was something I could do to help? I had made a simple mistake—anyone could have done it. The only problem was, it wasn’t anyone who had done it. It was me. I waited for her to give me something to do, but the words never came.

      Taking me by the hand, Navan led me out of the gun-pod and up to the main deck, where Bashrik was darting between several panels, a frantic look on his face. Ahead, the debris still floated across the vast windshield of the Vanquish, but Pandora’s skillfully placed force blasts were sending each one out of our way, keeping us on a steady course to safety. I hated that I had let the team down. More than that, I hated that she had seen me do it. Undoubtedly, she would have a few savage words with me later, once she had finished saving our skins.

      With the prospect of a verbal lashing glaring like a beacon in my mind, I wondered if getting split apart by a giant shard of metal might be more pleasant after all. At least, that way, I would never have to see the anger and derision in Pandora’s eyes again.

      Standing back, I watched as Navan helped Bashrik on the controls, feeling stupid and useless. Angie and Lauren had finished fixing all the loose items into place, and now they were busy watching the path of the Vanquish as it weaved through the remainder of the debris field. And so, I stood there, doing the same, waiting for the moment when we were out of harm’s way.

      Eventually, the last few pieces of debris disappeared, the rest of it drifting along behind us. As soon as that last chunk vanished into the darkness of space, I heard the ominous sound of heavy boots on the metal walkway once more. It was like hearing the executioner coming toward me.

      Pandora stormed into the cockpit, her furious eyes seeking me out. We might have navigated out of a treacherous path, but I was in deep trouble now.
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      Did you do that on purpose?” Pandora snarled, the two of us nose-to-nose.

      I grimaced. “Of course not. It was an accident!”

      “If that’s true, then you really are an idiot. You could have gotten us all killed!” she snapped. “I’ve got half a mind to throw you in the isolation chamber for a few hours, see if that jogs your memory on how to function as a soldier!” She muttered the word “useless” over and over again, and my cheeks burned hotter with each repetition.

      The isolation chamber was her favored form of punishment at the moment, knowing it was enough to send a chill up our spines. It was through a narrow door in the farthest part of the ship, similar to a brig. Only, this particular chamber was meant to subdue even the most violent of criminals, by deafening whoever stepped inside with silence. It was eerie, the quiet almost maddening. I’d heard about a room like that on Earth, where the silence was so intense that people could only endure a few minutes inside, but I’d never experienced anything like it, until the first time Pandora forced me into the isolation chamber. One encounter was enough. I didn’t need to go through that again.

      “I really didn’t mean to do it, Pandora. It was a complete accident—a stupid accident, but I know it put us all in danger. As punishment, I’m willing to scrub every part of this ship until it shines,” I said, desperate not to be put in isolation. If I was going to get Pandora to back down, I needed to play the role of obedient soldier and grovel at her booted feet. It irritated me to do that, but I knew I had to.

      Looking around the room, I saw the anger on Angie’s face as she heard the way Pandora was speaking to me. Lauren looked pretty peeved, too, aggressively crossing her arms across her chest. All of us had had enough of Pandora, but there was nothing we could do. Her word was law.

      Besides, Pandora was right—I had put the rest of the crew in danger. If that shard of metal had swung a little closer, the jagged part facing the hull, the ship could’ve been torn open, sucking us out into the vacuum of space. Part of me felt like she was being completely unreasonable, considering I had warned her that I was inexperienced with these kinds of guns, but that wasn’t much of an excuse. I should’ve asked, should’ve done more to prevent it from happening. Now, I just had to hope she forgave my stupidity. I would take some menial and painstaking task over suffering through unbearable silence any day.

      I looked to Pandora, hoping I’d shown her I was sufficiently sorry for what I’d done. Unfortunately, she didn’t seem too impressed. Her eyebrow arched, a cold smile creeping onto her lips.

      “No, putting you in there won’t do any good,” she mused. “Perhaps I’ll lock Navan in there, instead. Maybe then you’ll learn from your mistakes.” It was a threat she knew would get to me.

      “Pandora, no!” I said, my eyes widening. “It was my mistake! I’m the only one who should be punished for it. Navan steered the ship, he helped to navigate, and he fired his force guns with no issue whatsoever. Don’t punish him for my stupid error! Punish me instead.”

      She smiled at me, knowing she had pushed the right button. I hated that she knew how to manipulate me, but when it came to Navan, I couldn’t help my reactions. I looked to him apologetically, but he didn’t seem fazed by the idea of spending some time in solitary confinement. His face was calm, a cold look occasionally flicking in Pandora’s direction.

      “If you need to punish me, I’m happy to take Riley’s place,” Navan interjected, offering me a comforting look. I shook my head at him. There was no way I was going to let him go in the isolation chamber instead of me.

      “No, I think we’ll—” She never got to finish her verdict, as a siren pierced the air, signaling an incoming message. A grimace twisted her face, and she turned toward the front of the ship, where a large screen was descending from the ceiling.

      A moment later, it flickered to life, revealing the familiar features of Queen Brisha. I breathed a sigh of relief. Pandora would be occupied for at least a few minutes, her mind distracted from my punishment. Maybe she’d even forget all about it, depending on what the queen had to say. Stepping forward to where Navan stood, I watched Pandora as she glanced up at the screen, greeting her ruler in a pleasant, professional manner. It always amused me to see how easily Pandora shifted from cruel dictator to calm sidekick in a fraction of a second. It was like watching somebody put on a mask, shrouding their true self before my very eyes.

      “What in Rask’s name is going on, Pandora?” Queen Brisha asked tersely, her eyes piercing the screen. “I’ve received an alert that the Vanquish has been hit. Are you in some kind of trouble?” she pressed, though it was clear to me that she was agitated about something more than just the state of the Vanquish. There was a palpable tension in her voice, her teeth grating against the flesh of her lower lip.

      “Nothing to be alarmed about, Your Highness. A field of debris came out of nowhere, but we’ve passed through it safely. A stray piece hit the side of the ship, but there’s only a bit of cosmetic damage,” she explained, flashing me a sour look. “There was some trouble working the force guns, but I managed to get everything back under control,” she added, evidently unable to help another sly dig at my expense.

      “Good. I’m glad,” Brisha muttered distractedly, before looking up with sudden apprehension. “How far are you from Zai? Has the debris field knocked you off course?”

      Pandora shook her head. “Not at all, Your Highness. We are following the same course, and are currently two days away from Zai.”

      Brisha inhaled sharply. “Two days? Are the engines at full speed?” she asked, a glint of fear in her eyes.

      “They are, Your Highness. This ship isn’t exactly new, but she’s going as fast as she can,” Pandora replied evenly.

      “Can you go any faster?” Brisha pressed.

      Pandora frowned. “If we push them any harder, the engines will become unstable. The whole ship could crumble apart under the pressure.”

      The queen sighed heavily. “Very well, then you must make up as much time as you can when you reach Zai,” she instructed. “As soon as you’ve landed, you must hurry in your mission to obtain the Draconian blood. We need it back here as soon as possible so we can get on with creating the immortality elixir. Things have taken a turn for the worse in your absence, and we need to get a move on if we are to regain our advantage,” she said solemnly, her voice tight with nerves.

      “A turn for the worse, Your Highness?” I asked, getting a nasty look from Pandora in the process.

      Brisha nodded. “My sister has already attempted two counterattacks, which we only barely managed to thwart, thanks to a team I had stationed at the barrier. It would seem the destruction of the Observatory hasn’t exactly left her in the most peaceful of moods,” she said wryly, knowing she was to blame for that. I’d thought it had been the reaction she’d been after, but that no longer seemed to be the case. “I knew she would retaliate, of course, but I didn’t think she would come back with such a vengeance… and so soon. She’s like an ice-hound, nipping at my heels. Two attacks already, and I fear there will only be more on the way.” She sighed.

      “Do you think war is on the horizon, Your Highness?” Pandora asked, a strangely pleased expression on her face. If the two sisters fell into all-out war with one another, that left the path open for Orion and his rebels to strike. I could see that exact thought bristling beneath the surface of Pandora’s warped mind.

      “Once one of us declares it officially, that will be it—the North and the South will be at war with one another,” Queen Brisha murmured, her eyes glazing over in thought. “I don’t want my hand to be forced to start it, but with my sister’s new ships, and her impending attacks… I don’t see how it can be avoided. The moment is coming; I can feel it in my bones.” A defiant look passed across her face.

      “Did you manage to send scouts to the hangar, Your Highness?” Navan asked, ignoring another one of Pandora’s warning glances. A smile tugged at my lips as our eyes met. I’d been about to ask that exact question.

      Brisha shook her head. “With my sister’s attacks, there has been no opportunity to do so. Her fleet is in one piece, no doubt preparing to strike my nation and my people,” she muttered grimly. “This is why I fear it must be my voice that declares war first. I won’t leave my citizens vulnerable. I would rather take the fight to my sister’s door, instead of waiting for her to strike my people down. At least if they are prepared for a fight, we can’t be taken by surprise,” she continued, resolve in her voice.

      “You must do whatever you think is best, Your Highness,” Pandora replied. “Queen Gianne must not be allowed to win this battle.”

      “I will send further word in the coming days, updating you on proceedings. If I am to declare war, you will know about it, though it may mean you’ll need to speed your course for home upon obtaining the Draconian blood,” Brisha said. Her gaze fixed on me. “And how are you and your Kryptonian friends faring on the long journey, Riley? I know you aren’t accustomed to space travel. Is everything to your liking?” she asked, her tone softening. After I had nearly blown up her generators, she was being surprisingly kind to me, to the point where I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or wary.

      I smiled. “It’s been fine so far, Your Highness, though I’m not too fond of that isolation chamber you’ve got on this gunship,” I replied, innocently enough. “I don’t know if it’s my fragile Kryptonian ears, but that place is enough to send a person insane.”

      A frown of bemusement settled on Brisha’s brow. “The isolation chamber? Whatever have you been doing in there?”

      “Pandora keeps putting us in it. She told us it’s standard procedure for any infractions, such as dozing off on scrubbing duty or failing to change the roll,” Angie said, playing ignorant. I struggled not to smirk, knowing we were doing ourselves no favors by pissing Pandora off, but it felt good to watch her squirm for once.

      “Sadly, I was guilty of not making my bed properly. I’ve never been able to get the hang of it,” Lauren added, her face deadpan.

      “For me, it was leaving a mug out without a coaster,” I chimed in solemnly.

      Brisha looked at me, aghast. “Pandora? What is the meaning of this?”

      “The Kryptonians are mistaken,” Pandora insisted. “I only sent them in there because they were complaining that they couldn’t sleep, due to the noise of the engines. I figured that was the quietest place on the ship, but I forgot to tell them not to close the door. It was a simple misunderstanding, Your Highness, nothing more. I did tell them that’s where we tend to put people if they cross the line, but I was joking when I said it was for every minor infraction. They’re just not used to my humor yet.” She plastered a grin on her face.

      Brisha didn’t look entirely convinced, but I had a feeling she had more pressing matters to attend to than dealing with the power struggle aboard the Vanquish. With a weary shrug, she glanced from me to Pandora, and back again.

      “If I hear that you have been using the isolation chamber for anything other than dangerous insubordination or mutiny, I will be forced to take action, Pandora,” she warned. “The Kryptonians and our coldblood brethren are on our side. They are not prisoners—do not treat them as such,” she added sternly. “Now, I must be off. Keep to the mission, and be swift in its execution. I will check in again soon.” With that, the screen crackled, and she was gone.

      As soon as she disappeared, I knew I would feel Pandora’s wrath again. Still, it had been worth it to hear her make up that story on the spot, her brow glistening with sweat. Just the thought of it brought a smile to my face.

      “Get back to work!” she barked, taking me by surprise. It seemed Queen Brisha had cowed her, at least for a little while. Navan was off the hook, the isolation chamber forgotten about, and I didn’t appear to be getting a verbal lashing after all. With a palpable sense of relief, the five of us headed toward the door of the cockpit, eager to be away from Pandora’s rule, when she called out again. “Bashrik, you remain here with me. I need you to keep a lookout for any remaining debris,” she said, prompting a grimace to bristle across Bashrik’s face. I felt sorry for him. Throughout the whole trip, he had become Pandora’s wingman, always running at her beck and call.

      As Bashrik walked miserably back to the control panel, looking like a man with a death sentence, the rest of us carried on to the main space. Navan took my hand in his, leaning down to whisper in my ear. “Time sure does fly when you’re trying to avoid killer chunks of space junk, right?”

      I glanced at him, understanding the hidden meaning in his words. I’d almost forgotten that I’d been on my way to the observation deck when we’d hit the debris field. Looking up at the clock on the wall, I saw that it was already way past three. I was very late.

      “Yeah, especially when you try to slice them in two,” I muttered, leaning up to kiss him before we parted ways.

      “Enough of that! Get back to work, before I change my mind about that chamber!” Pandora bellowed from the shadows of the cockpit. Evidently, she’d been watching us as we left.

      Rolling my eyes, I tapped the spot above my heart, where my climpet flashed. Navan smiled, tapping his in return. It wasn’t anywhere near the passionate kiss I so desperately wanted to indulge in, but I’d take what I could get. Scowling toward the cockpit, I wondered if Pandora knew just how cruel she was being, keeping Navan and me apart like this, always yelling whenever we got too close. The two of us had only just taken our relationship to the next level, and she was prohibiting us from going there again.

      Just because you’re separated from your partner, it doesn’t mean you have to put a downer on everyone else’s love life, I thought bitterly, drawing away from Navan.

      “Are you okay? She always seems to come down hardest on you,” Lauren said quietly, as we looked up and down the hallways, preparing to head toward our tasks.

      I smiled. “I am now. Exposing her to Brisha was worth every trip to the isolation chamber,” I whispered.

      Angie chuckled. “The image of her squirming will get me through a million punishments.”

      “Okay, I’ve got to go. I need to pee,” I said with a wink. They nodded in understanding.

      Feeling Pandora’s gaze following our every move, the cameras whirring as they trailed us, I turned right at the far side of the main chamber, heading for the bathrooms. It was a good pretense, with them being so close to the observation deck. Meanwhile, Navan and the others went in the opposite direction, to clean the thousands of pipes that still needed scrubbing in the engine room, wash the endless laundry, and take yet another inventory of the storeroom.

      I paused outside the door to the bathrooms, turning over my shoulder to watch the movements of the nearby camera. There was one at the intersection leading up to the observation deck, but there wasn’t another one until farther along the passageway. Darting into the bathrooms, where I knew the coast was clear of cameras—though Pandora had installed microphones, which I thought a little perverse—I peered out of a narrow gap in the doorway, until the camera turned back around.

      Seizing the opportunity, I sprinted across to the observation deck and ducked through into the room beyond. Here, there were cameras, but they only pointed one way, and Pandora rarely checked them—the observation deck bored her to tears. She was so used to space travel that the universe held very little interest for her anymore. I doubted she even noticed the view. For me, the experience of seeing the vast expanse of space through such an enormous pane of glass still hadn’t lost its novelty. Even when I wasn’t coming here for a specific purpose, I couldn’t help admiring the view. The deck itself was a large room, with glass floors and a glass front, which looked out onto the dark, starry landscape of space. Below, I could still see crumbs of debris floating under the ship, some caught against the structure, although none were large enough to cause any trouble.

      I walked toward the glass, drawn to the mesmerizing glow of a blazing star in the distance. It was only a glint in my field of vision, catching my eye like the shimmer of pennies in a stream, but it looked like the kind of star that might warm the surface of a planet. I couldn’t see any planets yet, but I knew Zai was out there, just a tiny dot in the universe.

      The thought of discovering a new planet, and meeting a new species, thrilled me. I had no idea what this place was going to be like, as Lauren had been oddly tight-lipped on the subject. All I knew was it wasn’t like Vysanthe.

      Navan and Bashrik had never been to Zai either, since the opaleine mining had stopped before they became Explorers, so it was a brand-new adventure for all of us. I was looking forward to it, weirdly. But the plague worried me. It had spread through Zai and taken hold of the coldblood miners who had been sent there to retrieve opaleine. If it was still there, that meant Navan and Bashrik might get infected. We just had to hope our hazmat suits would keep out any of the remaining virus.

      I turned away from the glass observation window and made my way toward the special seating area in the center of the room. Behind the gray leather chairs, there were several cameras, pointed at the back of the seats, but that was all that could be seen through the lenses. I had viewed the recordings myself, when they flickered on the control panel screen in the cockpit.

      I took a seat in the central chair, cautiously reaching down between the cushions, keeping my eyes focused on the window in front of me, my head steady, so it seemed like I was simply admiring the view.

      After a moment of straining, my hand closed around the object I was after—the Note. Carefully, I removed the shiny white rectangle. The device was plasticky to the touch, the whole thing slightly smaller than a smartphone. Keeping my focus dead ahead, I held the device close to my body and tapped the surface. A message appeared, the letters written in Navan’s handwriting.

      N: We need to decide if we should do it now or while we’re on the planet.

      I was glad of Navan’s quick thinking in high-pressure situations. Knowing we’d need a way to communicate in private while on board the ship, he’d stolen the Note device from one of the trainees when we were being taken from our chambers to the hangar where the Vanquish was waiting. Standing outside, preparing to get on the ship, he’d whispered times to each of us, telling us where he was going to deposit the device. My time was three o’clock, though I’d missed that by a lot today. Even so, with it in our possession, we could speak to one another secretly, although there was only enough room for short messages.

      I tapped the Note again, watching as a different message flashed up on the screen.

      B: What about the airlock idea? If we can get her to move close enough to it, we can shove her in, lock the door, open the airlock, and whoosh, out goes the witch.

      I tapped again, tickled by Bashrik’s enthusiasm.

      A: Sure, we can do that—if you’re okay with being caught red-handed on the ship’s cameras!

      I smiled at the sarcastic tone of Angie’s writing, amused at how they were still managing to snipe at one another through the device. Ever since their unexpected kiss in the queen’s gardens, they had been tiptoeing around each other, though it appeared they were returning to some sort of twisted normality, their banter coming back to them.

      I tapped again, another message coming up.

      L: Better wait until we’re on Zai. That’s my vote.

      Grimacing, I wondered why it had to be so difficult to know which option to choose. We had all agreed that we needed to get rid of Pandora so that we could contact the Fed outpost near Zai, but a suitable opportunity had yet to arise. Plus, Pandora was doing an impeccable job of keeping us all apart, making it almost impossible to rally together to overcome her without alerting Queen Brisha of any foul play.

      Navan had mentioned blacking out the cameras and trying to take her by himself, on the Note, but Bashrik had warned him against that. He’d caught sight of her training back on Vysanthe, and what he had to say about her sent chills up my spine. There was a reason she was the queen’s right-hand woman, instead of a more typical bodyguard: she was stronger and faster than she looked, by far. More than that, in our case, she was expecting us to betray her in some way—there was no way of surprising her. With that in mind, Lauren’s reply seemed to make the most sense. As long as Pandora kept us apart, we couldn’t do anything while on the ship.

      Solemnly, I typed my answer.

      R: I’m with Lauren. Maybe an “accident” will happen with her hazmat suit on Zai, and the plague can do the rest…

      I had just typed the last word when I heard footsteps echoing behind me. Whipping my head around, I turned to see Pandora standing in the doorway.
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      Enjoying the view?” Pandora asked coldly.

      I knew she couldn’t have seen the Note from where she was standing, but the tone of her voice still made me nervous. It always did. Something menacing perpetually lingered beneath the surface of her words.

      I shoved the Note back down the side of the chair’s cushion as calmly as possible, and brushed some invisible dust from my legs, trying to act casual.

      “It never ceases to amaze me,” I enthused. “I’ve spent all my life on one planet, so this room is like a magnet—it always calls to me, no matter how many times I walk by.” I was slightly overdoing it on the excitement, but hopefully it would come across as nervous energy instead of guilt.

      Pandora gave a snort of amusement. “Don’t act so nervous around me. I came here to apologize for what happened earlier,” she said, unexpectedly. “You made a mistake back there, but my reaction did not befit the crime. A soldier cannot be blamed for lacking the expertise their superiors failed to provide. These guns were unfamiliar to you. As such, the fault did not lie with you, and I should not have placed it on your shoulders.”

      I stared at her, frowning. I hadn’t expected to get anything close to an apology from her.

      A strange silence stretched between us, as though she were expecting me to reply. I offered an apologetic smile. “Even so, I’m sorry for making that mistake. It was stupid. It won’t happen again.”

      “You will learn from your mistakes, of that I have no doubt. Failure is our greatest teacher, Riley,” she said, though I had a feeling she was regurgitating something she’d heard from Orion. “There is great promise in you, though you lack finesse. You have already proven yourself to be worthier than I gave you credit for.”

      “I have?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

      She crossed her arms. “I haven’t forgotten the loyalty you showed to me, and to the rebellion, in telling me about the deep-space tech on Gianne’s ships when we first came aboard the Vanquish. Had you not said a word about it, I couldn’t have sent the news to Orion, to have him deal with the problem. You likely had ulterior motives, where your planet is concerned, but you could have risked keeping the secret… and yet, you didn’t. Perhaps, one day, you will fully come around to our way of thinking. Maybe, then, you will see that we are on the side of the greater good,” she said solemnly.

      I didn’t think that was very likely, but I kept my thoughts to myself. After all, we’d only told her because Brisha had forced our hand by shoving us straight aboard this ship, without giving us the chance to create a backup plan. If we’d kept quiet, there would’ve been no way to reassure ourselves that Gianne wouldn’t use the deep-space tech and Brisha wouldn’t find it. At least with the rebels in the loop, they could deal with the problem. It just meant that we would have to deal with the rebels later, which wasn’t something I was particularly looking forward to. But, if telling them had earned us some gold stars on the loyalty front, then that could only be a good thing.

      “I’m glad the rebels are doing something about it,” I replied, treading carefully. “Orion is taking care of it, isn’t he?”

      Pandora flashed a knowing smile. “He will take care of the ships soon enough,” she said simply, infuriating me with her vagueness. “In the meantime, I’ll have to give you further training on the weapons for this type of military gunship. If we should have any confrontations on our travels, I cannot have you bumbling about with your rudimentary knowledge of fighter ships.”

      I hadn’t expected her to offer to teach me the ropes, and it made me suspicious. It didn’t feel like a fully altruistic move. Maybe she’d realized just how important we were, when it came to getting the Draconian blood and returning to Vysanthe in one piece.

      “Do you think we’ll end up fighting the Draconians at some point?” I asked, curious about what she’d meant by “confrontations.” The Draconians were a pacifistic species who had maybe dabbled in biowarfare, but I couldn’t see them lashing out at us directly.

      Pandora shook her head. “It’s not a matter of the Draconians fighting back, but more one of necessary coercion. If they reject the offering we have brought in exchange for their blood, then we may need to resort to something more… dynamic,” she explained, her eyes glittering strangely.

      “Violence, you mean,” I pressed, disgusted by the idea of gunning down a race of pacifists.

      “Rask, you’re slow to catch on, aren’t you?” She chuckled tightly.

      I frowned. “But, surely, they’d prefer to keep things peaceful? If we have something they want, I’m sure they’d rather take it than risk a fight, right?”

      “The Draconians have no reason to be affable toward us. Don’t forget, we mined their sacred stones, against their will, draining vast seams of opaleine completely dry. Perhaps this will be the moment they lift a finger to stop us from taking what we want from them,” she went on, sneering with contempt. “Then again, probably not.”

      “Well, everyone has a breaking point,” I said. If I were Draconian, I’d certainly have had enough of the arrogant coldbloods by now, especially if they came back after such a long hiatus, demanding things again.

      Pandora shrugged, a sour look on her face. “I honestly doubt it. It always baffled me that they never bothered to fight back in the first place. They have all that power and potential, and yet they let us descend upon them and take their most valuable asset from right under their scaly snouts. They are stronger than we could ever be, yet they refuse to militarize their strength. I have never understood it, and I never will. It’s a damned waste, if you ask me.”

      I could see how deeply she disliked their pacifism, especially with her being an advocate for all things military. Undoubtedly, she thought they were weak for not wanting to raise arms against others. However, I thought there was something inspiring about maintaining nonviolence in the face of such aggression. I certainly couldn’t have done it.

      Then again, maybe they had reached a breaking point, toward the end of the coldblood invasion of their land and the theft of their resources.

      “What about the plague? Did it seem like they were responsible for that?” I wondered.

      “I suppose they could have weaponized a plague to get rid of us. It is somewhat conspicuous that the virus only affected Vysantheans,” she mused. “So perhaps they’re not entirely useless. They are merely cowardly, hiding behind viral ambush instead of facing us like true warriors.”

      “And the plague could still be there when we land,” I stated. The plan was for us to wear hazmat suits while on Zai, but there was no guarantee they’d be enough to protect us from whatever nasty surprises might still be lurking on the planet. They likely wouldn’t have a virus that attacked humans, but they did have one that might attack coldbloods. My coldblood, in particular.

      Pandora sighed, a hint of fear showing on her face. “I’m not sure. The last coldblood mission to Zai had suits, but that didn’t stop it from ending in horrific tragedy, with the—” She stopped abruptly, offering no hint of elaboration. With a shake of her head, she moved over to the central chair, where I’d been sitting moments before, apparently settling in for a longer conversation.

      I almost gasped as I noticed the corner of the Note sticking out of the seat cushion. Clearly, I hadn’t pushed it down far enough. My heart in my mouth, I watched as she shifted about on the chair, finding a comfortable spot. All the while, I prayed she wouldn’t notice the triangle of white peering over the lip of the gray cushion, just beside her thigh.

      “I sent word to Orion about our mission, in case you were curious,” she said matter-of-factly, running her hands down the two armrests. “So we’ll need to obtain an extra sample of the Draconian blood for him. Both of us think there could be truth in what Navan and your little friend deduced about the elixir. It is worth a try, at any rate.” A smile tugged at her lips.

      “I thought that might be the case,” I replied wryly, knowing Pandora probably didn’t keep any secrets from her beloved.

      She sank back into the soft give of the cushions. “You know, if Orion stood at the helm of Vysanthe, they wouldn’t be on the brink of war right now. With him in power, there would be a true republic, where everything was in the hands of the people,” she said, impassioned. “Orion would bring a unity to Vysanthe that it has not seen in its lifetime. Even during the most peaceful reigns, there has always been unrest among our citizens. Not everyone wants to be ruled by a monarchy; they have simply been born into it.” She gripped the armrests as the fervor in her voice increased.

      I could see she genuinely believed it, but I wasn’t nearly as convinced as she was. While I might have agreed with the points about democracy, I was pretty sure Orion didn’t hold the same beliefs in his heart. He was a demagogue with an ulterior motive, a man who sought power for himself. If he succeeded in taking control of Vysanthe, there would be a military dictatorship—and he would be the dictator.

      “What if Brisha gets the immortality elixir to work before the rebels do?” I blurted out, as Pandora almost glanced down at the spot where the Note was peeking up. It distracted her attention immediately. My heart was thundering. I hated having to come up with things on the spot.

      She frowned. “What?”

      I was about to elaborate on what it might mean if the Draconian blood really was the missing piece in the elixir puzzle, when the sound of sirens pierced through the air, signaling the arrival of another incoming message. Pandora stood quickly.

      “Speak of the devil,” she muttered. A moment later, she was out the door. Seizing the opportunity, I lunged for the Note device and shoved it as far down the side of the cushion as possible, before following Pandora out of the room and in the direction of the cockpit.

      As we reached the control room, I looked up at the large screen that had descended from the ceiling, but there was no image, only the bristle of a distorted broadcast, fizzing through the panel like snow falling on a gray landscape.

      “Queen Brisha, do you read me?” Pandora asked impatiently, staring up at the blank screen, watching the particles dance, gray and white.

      Only, the voice that crackled through the speakers wasn’t Brisha.

      “Help…” it whispered—a small, frightened voice.

      “What the hell is this?” Pandora muttered, diving for the control panel.

      Whatever it was, it sent a shiver of fear up my spine.
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      The comm screen stayed a fuzzy gray and white, the speakers hissing and spitting. A garbled, feminine, almost childlike voice came through, repeating the same plea for help, over and over. Whoever it was, she was in desperate trouble. The eerie, penetrating terror in the tone set my nerves on edge, making me shiver. Looking around, I could see my unease reflected in both Pandora and Bashrik’s expressions.

      Navan, Angie, and Lauren came running in, their eyes wide with alarm, their faces turning up to the still-blank screen, as if that might offer some answers. So far, it was only serving to concern everyone further, with each repetition of the softly spoken, fearful “help.”

      “What’s going on?” Navan strode up to the blinking monitors, standing over Bashrik’s shoulder.

      “We need to find out where it’s coming from.” Pandora’s hands were dancing across the control panel, her eyes narrowed in concentration. To see her on edge made my own anxiety worse. “Speak to her—find out where she is! There’s something jamming the signal. I’m struggling to find her.”

      Navan leaned against the comm panel. “Where are you?”

      “I’m at—” the small voice replied, the distortion cutting her off before she could finish.

      “You’re breaking up. Could you repeat that for us?” he pressed, his voice calm and steady.

      “I can see… then… just black…” she tried again, the message dipping out every couple of seconds.

      “You’re doing great. What can you see? Can you tell us again?” Bashrik chimed in. “We’re coming to help you. You just need to give us some idea of where you are.” The two brothers stared up at the empty screen, as though the person to whom the frightened voice belonged would appear any moment.

      “There are big—” the voice tried again, but it was no good; the line wouldn’t hold.

      “Go on, what can you see? What big things can you see?” Bashrik continued, his face a mask of determination.

      “Crushing… all around… everything… couldn’t get away…” the voice replied.

      I thought of the field of debris we’d just come through. “Do you think those chunks of space junk might have anything to do with this distress call?” I asked, wondering if this terrified person had been on a ship that hadn’t been so lucky in getting through the mess.

      “Could be, yeah,” Pandora replied, her tone distracted.

      Another thought came to me. “Depending what those chunks of metal were made from, they might be interfering with the message. If they’re particularly radioactive or conductive, then the signal might be bouncing around between them all,” I said, recalling what I’d learned in school. I moved up to the control panel where Pandora sat.

      “Did you pinpoint the location of the distress call?” Angie asked, coming to stand beside me.

      Pandora shook her head. “I’m trying, but I think Riley is right. There’s something blocking the signal. As long as that interference remains, I can’t find her with the ship’s sensors,” she muttered, palpably frustrated.

      “Is it coming from Zai?” Lauren asked, peering over my other shoulder, until the three of us were crowding around Pandora.

      “It’s hard to tell,” Pandora replied, her hands still moving at a rapid pace across the control panel. A flashing circle drifted across the screen, scanning for any sign of the distress call’s location, but no matter where it went, it didn’t stop. It couldn’t find her, just as Pandora had said. All signals were jammed.

      And then, for a single, bittersweet moment, it hovered in one place, flashing green for half a second before resuming its red flash across the screen. Still, it was enough to give me hope, and I squinted at the place where it had gone green.

      “Where is that?” I asked, pointing at the spot.

      Pandora shrugged. “No idea. Why?”

      “Didn’t you see that green flash?”

      Pandora sighed irritably, glaring at the still-red circle. “With all this interference, there’s no way we can take any blips as a certainty.”

      “You’re sure it’s not Zai?” Lauren cut in, her eyes fixed on the spot where my finger was pointing.

      “It’s not. Zai is here.” Pandora pointed at another spot on the panel, where a very clear dot represented the Draconian planet. The place where I had seen the circle flash had no dots representing any planets, just a block of vacant black.

      “Can you hear me?” Navan asked. The screen was flickering wildly. “Hello? Are you still reading me?” A moment later, the screen went black, the signal severed.

      “I’ll get the connection back up,” Bashrik called, darting behind the control panel once more. Whoever the caller was, she was in trouble, and the more she’d told us, the worse my fear had become. We needed to get to her as soon as possible.

      “Don’t bother,” Pandora announced, halting the scanner and returning the screen to the plotted course toward Zai. “It’s not part of our mission. Return to your tasks,” she instructed coldly.

      I looked down at her, horrified by the words that had just come out of her mouth. I knew she was an efficient, frosty creature with a military mind, but she wasn’t heartless. She had proven that in what she’d said to me, barely fifteen minutes before, when she’d declared her desire to have a democratic planet, where everyone was equal. Then again, we had a job to do. What did one life matter to her when there was power at stake?

      “That person needs our help, Pandora. We can’t just leave them out there,” I snapped.

      “We stick to the mission. Return to your jobs,” Pandora said, her tone flat.

      “That sounded like a child! You’re telling me you would leave a child to some horrible fate because you can’t be bothered to alter our course a tiny bit?” I shot back. “Can you really face having a child’s death on your conscience, knowing you could have done something about it? I know I can’t.”

      Pandora shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time,” she said simply, apparently considering the discussion over.

      “Well, I don’t care what you’ve had to do in the past, Pandora. We have to try again. Get the connection back!” I shouted, as Bashrik continued his work.

      Pandora stood sharply. “Touch that control panel in any way that is not navigational, and I will throw you in the isolation chamber for insubordination,” she warned, and Bashrik’s hands froze instantly. “We don’t have time for any diversions. We are on a tight schedule as it is, and we must stick to our mission. Think of me as the bad guy if you must, but my word is final!”

      “That person needs our help,” I pressed, softening my tone. “We don’t know what happened, but shouldn’t we at least find out?”

      Pandora sighed. “There is no point, and we don’t have the luxury of time. We’ll get there, and it will already be too late—I know how these things work. Yes, it’s sad, but there is nothing we can do. We don’t even know where this child is. A momentary flash on a scanner means nothing, Riley. If you continue to stir up mutinous thoughts, I will put you in the isolation chamber as well,” she said icily.

      With a reluctant slump in his shoulders, Bashrik closed the screen he’d been working on, returning it to the navigational program instead. I couldn’t believe we weren’t going to do any more to try to rescue the poor girl who’d begged for our help, but what say did I have? Pandora was the leader here, and any step against her would result in a long stay in deafening silence.

      “And here I was, almost convinced you had a heart,” I hissed, turning to walk out of the cockpit. Pandora’s voice called me back, much to my irritation.

      “Riley, get back here!”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “I thought we were supposed to get back to our tasks?” I challenged.

      She smirked. “You are, but I’m not finished informing you of what I require between now and our landing, which includes your weaponry training,” she declared, though I was pretty sure she just wanted to stop my dramatic exit.

      “What about us?” Angie interjected, waving a hand between herself and Lauren. “Shouldn’t we learn the ship’s weaponry, too, just in case?” Angie cast me a conspiratorial glance. She was trying to rescue me from suffering alone under Pandora’s teachings.

      Pandora barked a laugh. “Riley here has military training. You do not. Teaching the two of you would require me to explain things at an elementary level, something we simply don’t have time for.”

      Lauren crossed her arms, and Angie looked like she was about to retort, when Pandora spoke again.

      “We’ll need to prepare for our arrival on Zai soon, and that involves rehearsing our negotiation strategies. We cannot go in there without knowing exactly what we’re going to say. Well, when I say ‘we,’ I really mean ‘you all.’”

      “What?” Navan asked tersely, evidently displeased by her decision to cut the rescue attempt off, too.

      “It has come to my attention that the Draconians may try to steal the Vanquish, given its origins as a Vysanthean warship. They are not exactly friendly toward us, and I can’t have this ship falling into their hands. And so, I have made the very difficult decision to stay aboard, in case that should arise,” she explained, prompting a sour laugh from Navan’s lips.

      “You mean you’re staying on board to save your own ass from any potential plague still lingering on the planet’s surface,” he muttered, folding his arms across his chest.

      Pandora smiled cruelly. “Am I really so transparent?”

      My little bubble of hope exploded in a burst of stark reality. If Pandora was staying on the ship, out of harm’s way, then our plan to let the plague take care of her was thwarted. Plus, if she was so determined to stay aboard the Vanquish, that meant the threat had to be greater than we’d first anticipated. I thought back to what she’d said about the last mission to come to Zai. She’d mentioned they’d had suits with them but had never finished the story. Perhaps she knew something we didn’t, when it came to how much those suits could protect the wearer from the plague.

      I turned to Navan, feeling desperately concerned for his welfare. If the hazmat suits couldn’t fully ward off the disease, then he and Bashrik were at a high risk of contracting the virus. I mean, I still wasn’t fully sure what the plague did to coldbloods, but I knew it wasn’t good. Besides, we couldn’t know, with absolute certainty, that humans were immune, either. What if we all went down to the planet and contracted this mystery disease? What if we all wound up dead, suit or no suit?

      “Surely, the Draconians won’t speak to us unless we have someone of rank with us?” I said, trying to find a persuasive angle. I wasn’t certain what the Draconians knew of Vysanthean rank and power, but I was fairly confident they’d be able to spot a high-ranking officer.

      “That’s why I will have to run through negotiation tactics with you all prior to landing. Never fear, you will all be expert diplomats by the time I’m finished with you,” she assured us, her eyes flashing me a warning stare.

      I smiled sweetly. “I doubt the Draconians will try to steal our ship. They’re pacifists—they aren’t likely to do anything that might start a fight,” I reasoned, glancing at my friends for their support.

      “That’s true. From what I’ve read about the Draconians, they’re a quiet and dignified race. I doubt they’d stoop as low as stealing an alien ship,” Lauren added.

      “Why don’t you come with us for the first meeting? Test the waters, see how you feel about them after you’ve met them. We’re all in this together, after all,” Angie said in a wry tone, evidently still sour about Pandora’s earlier comments.

      “My guarding of the ship is nonnegotiable,” Pandora reiterated. “We can go over specific negotiation strategies later. For now, return to your tasks—except for you, Riley. You and I are going to review the cannons, in case anything happens to our dear coldblood companions and you are forced to fight with me.”

      I glowered, wishing I could take the blaster cannons and explode the smirk right off her smug face. What kind of monster left a scared child to die? A coldblood—that is what kind of monster did that. In typical coldblood fashion, she had proven to me that she only cared about her own selfish needs. Other species did not matter.

      Now, I was beginning to think her earlier apology was nothing but a fluke. After all, Pandora was a woman with a mercenary spirit. She had no loyalty to anyone but herself.
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      I spent the rest of the day traipsing through the Vanquish at Pandora’s side while she talked at me, instructing me in how to use the various types of weaponry on board. In addition to the different types of guns on the weapons deck, there were several secondary firing pods dotted around the ship, with varying kinds of artillery available on each system. They weren’t as well-equipped as the pods on the weapons deck, but they were still good if we got in a tight spot.

      “It’s vital that you press the right button for your needs and make sure you aim at your target. Don’t just shoot at random. Make sure you are actually shooting at something valuable, as the fuel cells take some time to recharge,” Pandora explained for the millionth time. I knew I’d messed up earlier, but I didn’t need her bringing it up over and over. It wasn’t as though I was going to make that mistake again.

      “I think I’ve got it,” I muttered sullenly.

      “Let’s hope nothing happens to the coldbloods on board,” Pandora said. It felt like a subtle dig.

      I leaned back against the wall, crossing my arms. “Are those suits meant to keep out alien plagues?”

      “They are, but there’s no telling what might happen down there on the planet. Nobody has visited for years. With the threat of our people gone, we can only assume the Draconians felt safe enough to remove the virus from the atmosphere,” she replied, her eyes focused on the glinting planet in the distance. It was getting closer with each hour that passed, to the point where I started to doubt what Pandora had said to Brisha. We had to be less than two days away. I could actually see it, on the horizon.

      “Are we really two days away?” I asked, watching the planet.

      Pandora smiled. “Near enough.” Before I could ask another question, she got up from behind the weapons panel and strode out of the firing pod. She turned on the threshold. “Come on, there’s nothing more for me to teach you here. If we find ourselves in a confrontation, I’ll have to trust you know what you’re doing. Right now, however, I need to confirm you all know what to do when you reach the planet,” she said, before continuing on her way toward the cockpit. Dutifully, I followed, praying I’d never have to take control of the weapons systems by myself. I knew what I was doing, but that didn’t mean I wanted to use my knowledge on anything other than big chunks of space rock. Even then, I wasn’t super enthusiastic about it.

      As I reached the cockpit, Pandora’s voice echoed over the loudspeaker, calling everyone up to the control room. Bashrik was already there, navigating the ship toward Zai, but the others were elsewhere, still working through their lists of menial tasks. Glancing at the clock, I knew they would’ve had the chance to check and add to the Note, but I wouldn’t be able to check it myself until it was my time to.

      A few minutes later, they appeared. Navan’s face was smeared with dirt and grease, his brow slick with sweat, his sleeves rolled up to his shoulders, revealing his muscular arms. I grinned. He looked pretty hot, like something out of a sexy calendar. Catching my grin, a look of amusement crossed his face. Chuckling, I fanned myself dramatically, pretending to swoon. Angie and Lauren, who looked equally sweaty and red-cheeked from their day’s work, smiled at my charade.

      “Once the two of you have ceased your bizarre mating ritual, I would like to get down to business,” Pandora said, her voice cutting through the thrum of the engines. It put an instant stop to our fun and games. Oh, Pandora, the perpetual killjoy. The words “so would I” lingered on my tongue, but I didn’t dare speak them.

      “Sorry, Pandora,” I said instead, smiling sweetly.

      She scowled, gesturing for us to sit. “Now, we’re obviously getting close to Zai. As noted before, I want to make sure you all know what you are doing, before we land,” she explained, pacing the floor like a schoolteacher. “Negotiations are key, and I do not want you floundering.”

      I flashed a look at Navan and the others, who wore identical expressions on their faces. Like me, I guessed they all wanted to say something along the lines of, “Well, if they’re so important, why don’t you come with us?” But none of us had the balls. With only two days to go, I couldn’t face the isolation chamber again.

      “When we land, you must seek out the nearest settlement and ask to speak with their leader. Accept no minions or underlings—it must be the leader,” she instructed. A childish part of me was tempted to lift two fingers into a peace sign, put on a weird voice, and say, “Take me to your leader,” but only Angie and Lauren would get it.

      Pandora continued. “When you’re escorted to the leader, you will offer them the gift we have brought, in exchange for a sample of their blood. Do not accept no for an answer. Threaten them if you must. Do whatever it takes to get that blood.”

      I frowned. That didn’t really sound like negotiation to me. That sounded more like coercion. From the expressions on the others’ faces, I could see they were thinking the same thing.

      “They won’t take kindly to violence,” Navan remarked.

      Pandora smirked. “I don’t care if they take kindly to it. If they won’t give you a sample of blood, you must do whatever you have to in order to get it,” she said emphatically. “Start with a soft approach, if you feel you should, but don’t tolerate any reluctance. We are not leaving without the blood, and that is final. Make sure they know that, too.”

      “What are we supposed to tell them when we explain why we want the blood? We can’t exactly say it’s for an immortality elixir,” I interjected.

      “Come up with some excuse. You’re supposed to be intelligent lifeforms, right?” Pandora retorted, leaving a dramatic pause. “So show me that you are. Be creative. Make up something believable.”

      “And if they won’t give it to us, regardless of what we try, or what we say?” Bashrik asked, turning away from his flashing screen.

      Her smirk widened into a smile. “Then you take it by force.”

      “What if they chase after us?” Angie asked, biting her lip.

      “Another good reason for someone to remain on the ship,” Pandora said simply.

      Lauren sighed nervously. “What if they still come after us?”

      “I have trained Riley on the guns. They don’t have warships like this. If they are stupid enough to follow us, we will blow them out of the sky,” Pandora replied, looking alarmingly pleased by the idea.

      The five of us shared uncertain glances. If this was the way Vysantheans negotiated, I could understand why they were hated in the universe. Sensing the nerves of the others, the same thought came back to me. Space junk was one thing, but killing innocent people was another thing entirely. If it came to it, my finger would never be able to press the trigger.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A day later, one earlier than expected, with the engine pipes scrubbed within an inch of their lives and the laundry beginning to fray from so many washes, Zai came fully into view.

      “Prepare for our descent!” Pandora’s voice trilled through the loudspeaker. “Navan, you are needed in the control room. Kryptonians—humans, whatever—keep to your tasks!”

      Pandora had instructed me to go to the weapons deck and study the systems for a few hours, to keep me busy, but with her distracted up in the cockpit, I took the opportunity to visit the observation deck. I wanted to properly see Zai as we landed, and the firing pods didn’t quite offer the same panoramic views, with all the guns and metal framing in the way.

      As we approached, my eyes widened. I felt like a kid in a planetarium, watching the projected galaxies and solar systems whizz by above my head. The Hayden Planetarium in New York City had always been one of my favorite places to visit, even when I got older. On school trips, the other kids would complain about it, saying how boring it was, but to me it was as exciting as going to the zoo, or ice skating, or getting to take pictures with mummies in the museum. Lauren had been the same, with us geeking out over some new discovery, like planets found in Goldilocks zones throughout the universe, thousands of lightyears from Earth—the right conditions offering the potential for alien life. Angie, however, used to be one of the loudest whiners; planetariums were not her thing, but she came with us anyway, rolling her eyes at our nerdy discussions.

      That all seemed so strange, now that we’d traveled through space, and we’d seen alien planets for ourselves. I wondered if any unsuspecting astronomers were on Earth right now, looking up at the vastness of space, their telescopes pointed in our direction. Their technology wouldn’t be strong enough to see us, but the thought that someone might be watching filled me with a peculiar sense of comfort. For a moment, I felt connected to Earth again.

      Zai would be the second alien planet I’d visited, and I couldn’t wait to see what it had in store for us. Looking through the glass, I could tell the Vanquish was almost in its atmosphere. The ship started shaking slightly as the gravity of Zai began to draw it down. From where I stood, it almost didn’t look real. It was like a painting or a projection staring back at me.

      The planet itself was surprisingly small, with four tiny moons orbiting slowly. Two were a pale shade of silvery gray, with craters covering the surface like pockmarks. The third was a deep shade of blue, while the fourth was a funny, almost pink color. All of them looked like they’d taken a beating from countless meteorites in their time, but there was a quiet beauty to them that reminded me of Earth’s moon. I’d lost count of the times I’d lain back and looked up at the stars, our moon casting its cold glow on the world below. Honestly, I missed it. No other moon could compare.

      With growing excitement, I moved up to the edge of the observation deck, pressing my face against the glass to get a better look at Zai. Like Earth, it had a similar blue and green pattern to it, though the landmasses were different, the terrain colored a deeper green, while the oceans were a tempting shade of aquamarine. Though we still had a way to go before we reached the surface, I could see evidence of volcanoes peppering the landscape, alongside verdant valleys that looked lush and rich with life. In fact, the majority of the planet’s surface that I could see looked almost tropical, like a rainforest or a jungle.

      After weeks and weeks spent in a freezer, the prospect of a warm climate filled me with overwhelming eagerness. If we weren’t being forced to wear hot, sweaty hazmat suits, and didn’t have a mission to get on with, it would have been the perfect vacation. Sadly, there was a job to do, and I doubted we’d have much time to enjoy ourselves.

      Turning away from the glass, I wandered over to the central chair and sat down, keeping my head and shoulders as still as possible as I reached down the side of the cushion and retrieved the Note. Holding it close to my body, I tapped the screen. A message flashed up.

      N: Let’s use P’s absence on Zai to our advantage. The Draconians could be the perfect allies. They have more reason to hate coldbloods than anyone.

      I tapped again, to read the next response.

      B: I doubt a bunch of pacifists will help us win a war. They probably don’t even understand the concept.

      That made me smile. As much as Bashrik sided with Navan on most things, there was still a defiant streak of coldblood attitude in him, which Navan seemed to have shrugged off. It was there in his embarrassment about Angie, and the way he continued to look down on other species. Still, he was coming around to a more open-minded way of thinking, and I had a sneaking suspicion that my dear friend was part of the reason, no matter how hard they denied their feelings for each other.

      Angie’s message was the next on the Note.

      A: Why do we have to get involved, anyway? Why don’t we just get the sample back to Brisha, show her how loyal we are, steal a ship, and get our asses back home? We can chill, let Tweedledee and Tweedledum fight it out between themselves.

      I’d been asking myself that very same question. Once we got back to Vysanthe, there would be nothing to stop us from heading straight home. If we decided not to get rid of Pandora and forget about the Fed outpost, we could ask her to figure out our return to Earth, and if she refused, we could just steal a ship and leave. The queens would be too busy fighting to care that we’d gone.

      L: If the queens ever find Earth, then it won’t be home anymore.

      Lauren—ever the voice of reason. The deep-space tech was still in play, and as long as one queen knew about it, we were in danger. Earth was in danger. No, we had to make sure that technology was destroyed before we went anywhere, and that meant getting involved in the sisters’ warmongering. Vysanthe had to be stopped, before it got its hands on a huge source of human blood. If we left, then one day they’d figure it out and come looking for Earth, and that would be the day we’d wish we’d stayed.

      It was better to stay after the mission was over, and see to it that they crushed one another, all hopes of deep-space tech and an immortality elixir crushed too. We still needed to figure out a way of getting the rebels off Earth, but that wasn’t the most pressing issue right now. Gianne and her space tech were the first things that needed sorting out when we returned to Vysanthe. After that, the elixir and the rebels would follow. Somehow, we would stop them.

      Well, that was if we managed to live that long. I mean, there was potentially a plague waiting for us, and the more-or-less imminent danger of a species who hated coldbloods and everything they stood for. We were entering their territory and asking them to give us something. After everything the coldbloods had done to them, why would they even listen? They’d have every right to laugh in our faces. It wasn’t exactly going to be a piece of cake, and Pandora’s lesson on negotiation had been completely useless. There was no way we could use violence on these people. I definitely wasn’t going to.

      Ahead of me, the planet’s surface loomed ever closer. Zai no longer resembled a surreal painting hanging in the black expanse of space. Instead, it looked like solid ground, with trees and earth. In fact, it looked beautiful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The ship shuddered as we moved through the atmosphere, and the surface grew closer and closer. As we neared the ground, I felt the surge of the engines blasting, then the jolt of landing gear coming down as we came to rest on the solid earth below us. Through the glass, I could see the dense canopy of a jungle, with vines twisting downward, and the colorful flight of exotic birds as they soared between the gnarled boughs. Overhead, the sky was a pristine shade of aquamarine with barely a cloud in sight, and the sun beamed down on the flourishing land. Smiling, I pictured myself at the edge of the Amazon rainforest, or on some tropical island in the middle of the ocean. It was easy to do, if I ignored the alien spaceship I’d just landed in.

      Putting the Note device back down the side of the cushion, I moved toward the glass again, peering out. We’d landed in a clearing with a structure at one end. It was the only visible sign of civilization in an otherwise wild, rambling rainforest, and it was an impressive sight. The building appeared to be a temple, with nine opaleine minarets twirling upward, each one flanked by a statue of a dragon hewn from the same glittering opaleine. The statues were arched in midflight, their wings out, their jaws opened toward the heavens, their tails coiled around the bases of the minarets. Each of them held a different object in clawed hands. It was hard to see what the objects were from this distance, but I had a feeling they had some symbolic meaning.

      Peering closer, I noticed something strange about the opaleine. It wasn’t shimmering the way it usually did. The veins looked less like sapphire, the color dulled, the sheen gone. In fact, from where I was standing, they looked almost black. Rubbing my eyes, I guessed it must’ve been a trick of the light. After all, this was a different kind of sunshine than what I was used to on Earth and Vysanthe. Perhaps, here, the sun’s rays didn’t pick up the color blue as sharply.

      “Everyone in the control room, now!” Pandora’s voice thundered through the speakers, startling me.

      Tearing my eyes away from the beautiful temple, I hurried back to the cockpit, knowing I would soon experience Zai in real life instead of viewing it from behind a glass pane.

      Pandora and the others were all waiting as I entered. On one of the tables, off to the side of the main control panel, were five huge metal cases kept closed with large clasps, though these had all been sprung open to reveal the bright red suits inside.

      “Wow, you really mean business!” I whistled, walking up to the first of the cases. Tentatively, I reached down to touch the thick, rubbery fabric. The texture sent an involuntary shiver up my spine. To me, that kind of material was like nails on a blackboard. There were heavy-duty boots in the case, alongside a helmet with a breathing apparatus built in.

      “Whose is whose?” Angie asked, joining me.

      Pandora sighed, as though we were all total idiots. “They are arranged in size order. The large ones are for Navan and Bashrik; the smaller ones are for you three,” she explained.

      “I’m guessing this one’s mine,” Navan muttered, pulling out a suit and holding it against him. Even next to his broad frame, the outfit looked way too big.

      “Bashrik, this one must be yours,” I said, lifting out another one of the larger suits. The remaining three were smaller than the ones the guys had, just as Pandora had said, but not by much.

      Knowing things were about to get sweaty and uncomfortable, I lifted out my suit and stepped into it, zipping up all the parts that needed zipping and fastening all the parts that needed to be fastened. There were straps on the wrists, neck, and ankles that needed to be tied as close to the skin as possible, as well as three straps around the back that kept the body of the suit airtight.

      “Will you belt this part for me, Lauren? I can’t reach,” I asked, almost popping out my shoulder as I attempted to tighten the three straps at the back. I would have asked Navan, but he was in the middle of belting up Bashrik.

      She smiled, halfway into her own suit. “I’ll strap your back if you strap mine,” she joked.

      I grimaced as Lauren pulled my straps tight, feeling the pressure of the seal as it tightened around me. Already, the collar felt like it was strangling me, and I knew it was only going to get worse. The suit had started off loose, but now it was becoming uncomfortable. It flapped in all the wrong places and felt too tight in others.

      “All done,” Lauren announced, turning her back to me so I could do the same for her. Bashrik and Navan were just finishing up helping each other put on their suits.

      As I fastened up the back of her suit, I glanced across at where Angie was standing, defiantly attempting to do up her own straps. It looked like Navan was about to offer her some help, when Bashrik stepped in.

      “Here, you can’t do that on your own,” he insisted.

      Angie flashed him a sour look. “You think I’m incapable of fastening up a few straps because I’m—” she began, but he cut her off.

      “No, it’s not because you’re human, and it’s not because you’re a female. I know how strong females can be—there are plenty of Vysanthean females who are stronger than the males—and I know how strong you can be,” he rambled, his cheeks reddening. “It’s… It’s just that these straps aren’t meant to be done up by yourself. You have to get someone else to do it. Otherwise, the seal won’t be tight enough,” he explained, his eyes locking with hers.

      I grinned, watching as Angie struggled to reply. The two of them hadn’t spoken much on the journey from Vysanthe, sticking to polite conversation and the occasional jibe, so it was nice to see them tongue-tied around each other again.

      “Well… fine, as long as that’s the reason why,” she relented, turning back around so he could finish fastening her into the suit.

      “That’s a little bit tight, Riley!” Lauren wheezed, making me realize I’d been so focused on Bashrik and Angie’s cute moment that I’d pulled the strap too hard.

      “Sorry!” I yelped, loosening it. “The lovebirds distracted me,” I added in a whisper.

      Lauren smiled, watching the last of Bashrik’s chivalry. “Progress at last,” she whispered back, just as Angie looked up, catching the two of us staring at her. Immediately, we turned around, attempting to look busy.

      A few moments later, Pandora glanced up from her screen. “Are you all ready?” she asked, scrutinizing us.

      I looked along the line. All of us were in our suits, everything properly strapped up, our helmets under our arms. Navan had moved to stand beside me, his gloved hand snaking around my waist. The universe was working against us—I finally got a chance to be near him, and I was dressed head to toe in thick rubber.

      “I think we’re good to go,” Navan replied, giving me a playful squeeze. Not that I could feel much through the annoying suit.

      All we needed now were the rest of Pandora’s instructions, and then we could head out into the unknown world of Zai, leaving her way behind.

      “Good. Put these in your ears,” she demanded, handing over five earpieces. They were tiny, slotting inside the cavity of our ear canals, with little barbs to stop them from falling too far in. I held mine in the palm of my hand, examining it closely. “Put them in!” she repeated impatiently.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, putting the earpiece in. It felt uncomfortable for a moment as the barbs hooked into my skin, but then it felt like nothing was there at all. Down the line, I watched as everyone else put theirs in. Angie and Lauren showed the same brief discomfort I’d felt, though the pieces didn’t seem to bother Bashrik and Navan at all.

      “Through these, you will be able to hear my instructions,” Pandora said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Now, remember what I told you before?”

      “We can’t leave without the blood?” Angie replied, raising her hand as though we were in class.

      Pandora nodded. “Precisely. Orion needs that blood, so don’t return here without it. I will not let you on board if you return empty-handed. Do you understand?”

      We nodded.

      “Good. Be firm with the Draconians. They are not a species to fear, even if they do seem to have some grasp of biowarfare,” she muttered. “It’s likely they will have removed it from the atmosphere, if they were the ones who put it there, but keep your suits on regardless.”

      “I think that goes without saying,” Bashrik remarked, his face pale. I realized it must be harder for the coldblood contingent to risk going out onto Zai, not knowing if they would come back uninfected.

      “And take this, of course,” Pandora continued, handing a wrapped package to Lauren. It was about the size of her head, the shape bulky and strange. “This is the gift that’s to be traded for the blood. This is all they’ll get in return, so do not offer anything else. Do I make myself clear? Vysantheans do not bargain,” she insisted, as Lauren took the package and gripped it in her arms. From the way she was struggling to hold it, I could tell it was heavy.

      “No bargaining, no diplomacy, no surrender,” Navan mocked, his voice low so only I could hear. I tried to suppress a chuckle.

      “What was that, Idrax?” Pandora asked sharply, glaring in his direction.

      Navan smiled. “I was only repeating your sentiment, Pandora. No bargaining—understood.”

      “Right, then get going. Time is not on our side, so I suggest you be as quick as possible,” she said, watching as we walked out of the cockpit and headed toward the blank patch of wall at the far end of the ship’s main space.

      Lauren paused halfway. “Do you have a bag for this?” she asked, the heavy gift slipping in her grasp.

      Pandora rolled her eyes. She disappeared for a moment, then returned with an empty black satchel, which she threw in Lauren’s direction. “I’d forgotten how weak you humans can be,” she muttered, as Lauren caught it.

      “Thank you,” she said, slipping the gift into the bag and closing the flap. She slung it across her body and continued toward the far wall, joining the rest of us.

      “You want me to take that for you?” Navan offered, seeing the strain on Lauren’s face.

      She grinned at him, shaking her head. “I could do with buffing up a bit. Space travel has made my muscles all floppy,” she joked, shifting the bag’s weight to her hip. I smiled at my friend, knowing she just wanted to feel useful. I loved her for that.

      Pandora stayed on the threshold of the cockpit. As Navan pressed the button that opened the bay doors, she pressed a button of her own, and the door to the cockpit slid shut, making her disappear behind a sheet of solid metal.

      I was about to put my helmet on when Navan wrapped an arm around my waist, his hand supporting my neck as he swung me low, planting a deep, sensual kiss on my lips. I squealed in surprise and delight, looping my arms around him as I kissed him back, savoring the moment. Only when the bay door started to come up did he release me, setting me back on my feet.

      “What was that for?” I murmured dreamily.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that all week,” he sighed, grinning from ear to ear. Reluctantly, he jammed his helmet on his head, fastening the suctioned seal into place as the door inched upward. Beside us, Bashrik did the same.

      Angie covered her earpiece-filled ear with her hand. “At least we’re by ourselves now—” she started to say, but Bashrik’s arm shot out, his hand quickly covering her mouth. Her eyes flashed with annoyance.

      “It’s not the earpieces. Pandora bugged our suits,” he warned. “Even if it might seem like we’re alone, she’s always listening in.”

      A second later, a hiss sounded in our ears. “Bashrik is smarter than he looks.” Pandora’s voice crackled through, her tone taunting. “No matter where you are, I will be listening.”

      I glanced at the others, seeing my concern reflected back at me. How were we supposed to plot against someone who was always listening in on our conversations? Especially since we’d left the Note on the ship—not that we could use it with these suits on, anyway.

      As the bay door slid open, none of us said a word, the rest of us pulling our helmets down over our heads. If we were going to figure out how to desert Pandora on the planet, or otherwise remove her from the picture, we’d have to come up with a way to get around the bugs in our suits first.

      We walked down the ramp leading from the bay doors and took our very first step on Zaian soil. Even through the suit, I could feel the intense heat of the planet, the sun glaring through the screen of my helmet. A trickle of sweat meandered down my spine, and the collar of the suit felt itchy on my bare skin. With no way of scratching, I knew it would soon become unbearable, but for now I had to grin and bear it.

      The sound of the bay door closing behind us signaled the point of no return, and we set off toward the temple. It was about a hundred yards in front of us, the minarets glinting, the entrance guarded by two towering statues that looked halfway between man and dragon. If I squinted, they almost resembled coldbloods with their wings stretched out, though that comparison probably wouldn’t go down too well with the Draconians.

      The closer we got, the more intricate and vast the temple became. It had seemed way smaller from the safety of the ship, but now it rose up, the front façade at least ten times taller than me, and that was without adding the height of the minarets. It was one of those buildings that you wandered toward with your face turned upward, craning your neck to see as much as possible. In the center of the outer wall, sandwiched between the two enormous half-man, half-dragon statues, stood a door, around half the height of the building itself.

      “Do we just… knock?” I asked, as we reached the gargantuan entrance. I’d never seen a door so huge. “Door” didn’t seem to be an impressive enough word for what was standing in front of me.

      As soon as I’d spoken, the earth trembled beneath our feet. Ahead, the door opened of its own accord, the grate of stone on stone shivering up my spine, just like the feel of the rubbery suit material had done. We watched, glancing nervously at one another, as it creaked open, and a female creature stepped out of the shadows.

      For a long while, she said nothing and simply stood there, letting us take in the sight of her.

      Her sapphire robes gleamed in the sunlight, the silky fabric shimmering in a way I’d never seen a fabric shimmer. Angie stared at it with an almost hungry look in her eyes, her mouth hanging open. However, it was the woman’s face that caught my attention. She was entirely bald, her skin dappled with green scales that stopped where a natural hairline might have. Her smooth, pale green forehead led to reptilian eyes the color of amber. Underneath one eye, she had the textured skin of healed scarring, which spread out across half of her face, right down to her jaw—the remnant of a terrible burn, by the looks of it.

      I wondered what her full dragon form might look like, my imagination running wild. I pictured her with gigantic wings outstretched, like the statues that lined the temple roof, her whole body covered in the same emerald scales that ran across her hands, arms, and head.

      “Welcome. I am Freya,” she said, at last. Her English was perfect, although her voice carried a strange lilt; the Draconians were evidently using a universal language technology similar to that of the Vysantheans, but her resulting accent sounded thicker than Navan and Bashrik’s. Where theirs were almost British-sounding, Freya’s was even harder to compare to an existing Earth accent. It was somewhere between Russian and Spanish, by my limited guesswork.

      “My name is Riley. This is Navan, Bashrik, Angie, and Lauren,” I replied politely. “We’re here to establish peaceful negotiations between our group and your people,” I explained, hoping she wouldn’t instantly refuse at the sight of Navan and Bashrik. Considering the coldbloods’ bad history with the Draconians, it wouldn’t have surprised me.

      “As you can see, we’re an unusual mix,” Navan added, his tone friendly. “These females are from distant territories, while myself and my brother hail from Vysanthe.”

      “A cold place,” Freya remarked shortly, her face giving nothing away. She was impossible to read. Even so, I got a good vibe from her. The warmth in her demeanor was hard to ignore, even if she didn’t say much.

      “We hope our origins won’t deter you from speaking with us,” Navan went on quickly. “You see, we aren’t like the ones who came here before. We don’t want to take any of your resources, and we don’t want to stay. We simply have a small request.”

      “Life goes on,” she said softly, her amber eyes lifting to the sky.

      I looked at Navan. “It does, Freya. In fact, that’s one of the reasons we’ve come to you. We need your help, so our lives can go on,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound like an idiot.

      We were met with silence, though it didn’t feel cold or ill-meant.

      “We’re ambassadors, sent by the queen of Vysanthe to offer something in exchange for your assistance,” Navan continued.

      “Which queen?” Freya asked, her face still blank.

      “Queen Brisha,” he replied.

      A hint of displeasure rippled across Freya’s face. “Spilling blood to manifest destiny.”

      I wondered what kind of face she’d have pulled if we’d said Gianne. Would she have responded better or worse? I guessed we’d never know. Saying that, it was understandable that Freya harbored some resentment toward both the Vysanthean queens, since they were descendants of the royals who’d sent the miners to Zai. However, I didn’t quite understand what she meant by Brisha “manifesting destiny.” I wracked my brains, and the words brought up a vague memory. Manifest destiny had something to do with the belief that one nation spreading through other lands was both justified and inevitable. Was that what Freya thought Brisha believed—that her expansion of territory, to absorb the South and to spread out across the universe like an infection, was justified and inevitable? It surprised me.

      “I believe she is the lesser of two evils, where the queens of Vysanthe are concerned,” Navan said, but Freya just looked at him, her intense amber eyes seeming to bore into his soul.

      “Anyway, we were wondering if we could come inside and speak with the Draconian leader,” I chimed in. Vysanthean queens were clearly a touchy subject.

      “I am the high priestess,” she said, bowing low, strange ridges showing up along her spine and jabbing through the fabric of her robe.

      I attempted my own bow. “You’re the leader?” I asked.

      “I am she. Come,” she instructed, turning to go inside. However, she paused on the threshold, looking over the five of us. “Your suits,” she said evenly, offering no further detail.

      For a moment, I was confused, and saw similar bewilderment on my friends’ faces. And then it came to me. “You want us to take our suits off?” I ventured. “Why would we do that?”

      “Show me your trust,” she replied simply.

      Navan took a step forward. “Freya, we’ve come to you unarmed. That should be enough to make you trust us, surely?” he countered, his voice tense.

      Freya shook her head, though she said nothing in return.

      “If you’d just give us a moment, Freya, we’ll need to discuss this,” I said, gathering the others into a circle. Again, she said nothing, her amber eyes simply staring.

      “We can’t take our suits off. That’s insanity!” Bashrik hissed, condensation blossoming against the screen of his helmet.

      “Well, we can’t go in there if we keep them on,” Angie retorted.

      Bashrik scowled. “That’s easy for you to say. You don’t have to worry about a plague designed specifically to kill you!”

      “I say we trust them,” Lauren said, shifting the strap of the black satchel and ignoring Bashrik. “I’ve read a lot about Draconians, and they’re a friendly species. If they created the plague, they did it to fight back against an enemy. We aren’t an enemy, and they won’t see us as one. As long as we don’t pose a threat, they’ll treat us accordingly,” she said confidently, instilling hope in me.

      I looked at my friend. “I agree with Lauren. They’re pacifists. I think we’ll be okay.”

      “Navan, will you talk some sense into them?!” Bashrik said, evidently feeling ganged-up on.

      Navan sighed. “I think they’re right, Bash. If we want to get into the temple, we need to take the suits off. I think we can trust them,” he said, prompting Bashrik’s scowl to deepen.

      Our earpieces crackled to life with Pandora’s voice. “It’s your funeral. If you do take your suits off, keep your earpieces in. I’ll be able to hear you and speak to you through those. I want to hear everything these scaly morons have to say,” she remarked, before the line went dead again. So she could hear us through the earpieces, as well as the suits. Was there no escaping this woman?

      “Fine, then it looks like we’re taking our suits off,” Bashrik muttered. “But, I’m telling you now, if I get sick I’m going to blame every single one of you!”

      Tentatively, I reached up for the edge of my helmet, preparing to take it off. My hands were shaking, my heart racing. We were stepping into the unknown, putting our lives into the hands of strangers. Alien strangers.

      I looked at Freya as I lifted the helmet off my head, feeling the warm rush of the Zaian breeze on my face. Although strange, her eyes were somehow kind. Yes, they were a pacifistic species, but we had to avoid offending them, in case they unleashed their plague. Because now, we were completely at their mercy.
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      It was nice to breathe properly again, even if there was a possibility that the air was rife with disease. The planet’s surface was warm and tropical, the atmosphere bordering on humid, the sun beaming down, feeling hot on my face. After a few moments without my helmet on, Navan fumbling with the straps on my back, it began to feel a little overwhelming, like being in a sauna, but I wasn’t about to complain. I was pleased to be out of the freezing cold. Here, there was no biting wind, no frosty chill penetrating down to the bone. Zai was the antithesis of Vysanthe.

      All around the temple, the fronds of vast fern-like trees hung down, small creatures jumping from bough to bough. From what glimpses I saw of them, they looked similar to monkeys, but their fur was brightly colored, their eyes peering curiously out at us from the shadows of the jungle. Enormous flowers popped out among the wide leaves, the petals almost as big as me, in various shades of shimmering crimson, pink, and vivid fuchsia.

      “This weather is going to kill me,” Bashrik muttered, as Angie undid his straps. We’d made a funny sort of circle, with Navan undoing my suit, Bashrik undoing Navan’s, Angie undoing Bashrik’s, Lauren undoing Angie’s, and me undoing Lauren’s. All the while, Freya watched us, giving nothing away. There wasn’t even a hint of amusement on her face, even though I knew we looked ridiculous.

      It seemed the coldbloods were struggling the most with the humidity, the sweat glistening on their brows, their breath coming in pants. I could hear Navan behind me, suffering under the heat of the Zaian sun.

      “Are you okay?” I asked him, worried.

      “I will be. My body just needs the chance to regulate,” he explained, his cheeks flushed, sweat dripping from his face.

      Trusting his word, I breathed a sigh of relief as the restraints loosened, giving me room to wriggle free of the thick rubber. I knew it was the only thing protecting us from the coldblood virus, but the suits were really freaking uncomfortable. Sitting down on the hard, dry ground with a thud, I pulled off my heavy boots and took off the suit, dumping it on the floor, before tugging the boots back on. After all, we didn’t have any other shoes.

      “Everything is sticking to me,” Angie muttered with a grimace, peeling the damp fabric away.

      I laughed. “Welcome to paradise.”

      “Yeah, let’s see what these scaly weirdos have in store for us first, before we start acting like we’re on vacation,” Bashrik whispered sullenly, prompting Angie to jab him in the arm.

      “Just once, I’d like to hear something positive come out of your mouth,” she chided. He immediately went silent, making a show of lacing his boots back up. Even with his head dipped, I could see his cheeks flushing red, and I knew it wasn’t because of the heat.

      Once our suits were dumped in piles on the ground, each one looking oddly like a melted person, with the helmets resting on top, we moved back toward the temple entrance. Freya was still standing there, in exactly the same position.

      “Now may we come inside the temple?” I asked anxiously.

      Freya gave a small nod. “Welcome,” she replied. With her glorious sapphire robe billowing behind her, she swung around in a half-circle and made her way into the shadows of the temple. The rest of us followed behind, feeling sticky and decidedly less glamorous than the striking Draconian high priestess.

      The silence that enveloped us as we walked into the temple was more powerful than anything I’d ever experienced, the reverent quiet settling on us like a palpable blanket. It wasn’t frightening, the way the isolation chamber was, and it wasn’t stuffy and strict like a library or a church back home. This silence seemed to bristle with energy, the whole temple thrumming with it.

      Cavernous ceilings arched over our heads, with scenes painted in bold, geometric patterns across them. The vast space was illuminated only by candles that flickered in twisting candelabras shaped like coiled lizards. On the stone floor, brightly colored rugs crisscrossed in a seemingly haphazard arrangement, the majority taken up by kneeling Draconians quietly at worship. Their mouths moved in silent prayer, their eyes closed, their palms pressed to their shoulders, their heads dipped. Some of them were rocking slowly, while others didn’t move a muscle.

      Somewhere in the distance, I could hear the soft hum of singing. It was low and mystical, and the haunting sound sent a shiver through me. It seemed to reach into my very soul, causing the fine hairs on my forearms to prickle; there was something undeniably sad about the way they were singing. Touching my cheek, I felt the telltale damp of unexpected tears.

      “They could do with some lights in here. I can’t see where I’m walking!” Bashrik remarked loudly.

      “Shush!” Angie hissed, jabbing him in the ribs this time. Cowed, he held his side, a wounded expression on his face.

      “I was only saying,” he murmured.

      Angie shot him another look, warning him to be quiet. He held up his hands in surrender, before moving his fingers across his mouth in a zipping motion.

      Lauren was sticking close to Freya, clearly eager to see what else lay ahead. Her eyes were wide with wonderment, taking in every part of the temple, her head turning this way and that at an alarming pace, a goofy grin spreading across her face. With all the books she had read about Zai, even if they had been a bit vague, I guessed being here was like seeing the words come to life. Endless tomes were good, but nothing beat seeing the real thing.

      We walked down a central aisle, which forged a clear pathway through the worshippers. I peered into the darkness that stretched to either side, realizing that the walls themselves were carved from opaleine, the sapphire veins glinting in the low candlelight. Only, they no longer looked sapphire either—they looked black, just like the opaleine outside. I frowned, wondering what was going on to make the sapphire veins look that way. Was this a type of opaleine we hadn’t seen before, or was there something wrong with it?

      “Do you feel that?” I whispered to Navan, brushing more tears away from my eyes. I hadn’t even known they were falling.

      He nodded. “There’s something very wrong here.”

      “It’s so sad,” I gasped, gazing down at the worshippers. Looking more closely, I could see tears falling from their eyes too. Some were rocking forward and backward, their movements agitated. Suddenly, it made sense: these people were grieving. I’d seen that kind of movement before, in people who’d lost a loved one. Had somebody died? They still had Freya, their leader, but that didn’t mean they weren’t mourning the loss of somebody very important.

      I kept my questions to myself as we continued down the walkway, coming to a halt in front of a large doorway carved from pure opaleine. The door was shaped like a full moon, with two silvery crescents for handles. Freya opened one half of the moon door, ushering us inside with a regal flick of her wrist.

      “The Celestial Room,” she announced, following us in.

      My jaw dropped as I looked around. The room was shaped like the inside of an orb, with lights dancing through overhead, casting a galaxy of starlight onto the opaleine floor. Here, too, the sapphire seams had darkened to a shadowy black. Above us, there were four glowing lamps shaped like the four moons we’d seen on our way into Zai, as well as five brightly shining spheres. I guessed they were meant to be stars of some significance, like Earth’s sun.

      From the back of the room, a figure emerged. He was small and slender, dressed in an emerald tunic, his face a shimmering shade of very pale gray, with silver scales running across his head and arms in the same pattern as Freya’s. From his height and size, I guessed he was the equivalent of a human thirteen- or fourteen-year-old, though I had no way of knowing for sure. Draconian ages were probably completely different.

      In his hands, he carried a silver tray laden with six plates of a strange cake. Each piece was circular, with a mirrored sheen to the icing, dusted with a silver powder that glittered in the light. I’d never seen cakes more beautiful. Everything was beautiful here. Even grieving, these people were elegant and refined.

      I guessed the boy must be an acolyte of some kind, from the way he was dressed and the fear in his eyes whenever he looked at Freya. She watched him closely, her reptilian eyes scrutinizing his every move as he hurried around the room handing out the cake. I almost felt sorry for him.

      “Ginji, my disciple,” she explained, gesturing toward him.

      He smiled proudly, though his expression morphed into a mask of resentment as he reached Navan and Bashrik. For a moment, I wasn’t even sure he’d give them their plates of cake. Casting a nervous glance back at Freya, I saw him visibly take a breath, steeling himself, before finally offering the plates to the coldbloods. Clearly, he was trying to hide his true feelings, wanting to mirror his leader’s calm demeanor.

      “Do these moons and stars mean anything to your religion?” I asked, lifting the cake off the plate. It looked so tempting, but it made me nervous. What if they’d put something in it?

      “Eat. It’s a gift,” Freya encouraged.

      I looked at the others. Bashrik and Navan were holding their plates on their laps. The cake was not exactly enticing to their particular taste buds. Lauren and Angie, however, looked just as eager to take a bite as me.

      “Thank you,” I said politely, deciding to brave it. After all, we didn’t want to offend the Draconians, and this cake looked so delicious after a week of freeze-dried packets. The first bite was heavenly, the sponge light and fluffy, the icing tasting like sweet, creamy marshmallow. “So, these moons and stars? What do they mean to you?” I tried again, swallowing the first bite.

      “They are everything,” Freya replied. I was starting to realize this woman wasn’t exactly chatty.

      “Do they have any special significance, though? For example, does each of them symbolize a god or a goddess?” I pressed, taking another hungry bite. Angie had almost finished hers, while Lauren was nibbling daintily at the icing.

      “They protect us,” she said, with a slight nod. Was that a yes? I wished she’d say more; this was just infuriating.

      “And what do you call yourselves, as followers?” Navan asked, chiming in.

      Freya tilted her head to one side. “We are Lunists.”

      Lauren frowned, pausing in her nibbling. “Lunists? I haven’t read about that. The books mention certain rites and rituals, but they never gave that name. What religion do you follow, as Lunists?”

      “Our religion is Lunaris,” Freya replied. Now we were getting somewhere.

      “I suppose you choose not to reveal much about yourselves. Is that part of your belief system?” Lauren asked. It was nice to hear someone asking the right questions.

      Freya nodded. “Brevity frees the soul.”

      “That would explain why there wasn’t much written down about it,” Lauren conceded. I had to agree—they weren’t exactly forthcoming about themselves.

      “With brevity in mind, I suppose we should get down to the reason we’re here,” Bashrik said, setting his cake to one side and flashing Navan a knowing look.

      Navan nodded. “No time like the present.”

      “Indeed not,” Freya agreed.

      “I know that we coldbloods have no right to ask the Draconian race for anything, given our history, but we come bearing a gift, to exchange for what we need,” Navan continued, his voice calm. “The thing is, our request is a strange one.”

      I smiled politely. “We need a sample of Draconian blood to add to our universal database. We’re putting together a comprehensive study of species so we can fully map the universe for the very first time, complete with details of each native variety,” I explained, hoping she would buy the lie.

      “Eventually, we hope to gather information from each planet, listing every genus from the smallest creature to the largest, but for now we’re only looking for indigenous blood of the main sentient species,” Lauren added, her confident tone giving gravitas to the lie. “This is what we have to give you, in exchange,” she went on, unwrapping the bulky gift that Pandora had given her. I could sense her reluctance, considering what was inside. The trepidation bristled through the room. Everyone’s eyes turned toward Freya. Everything rested on her reaction—if it was bad, we were done for, and I couldn’t see it being positive.

      I braced myself, knowing how insulting the gift was. Even now, I would rather have given them anything else in exchange, but it was all we had. Well, it was all Pandora had given us. Holding my breath, I watched as Lauren peeled the cloth away from the item, my heart sinking farther with each section she revealed.

      Inside lay a bust of Queen Brisha hewn from a chunk of solid opaleine. I knew how it made us look, to give the Draconians a small amount of their sacred stone back to them, straight from the hands of those who had stolen it. Moreover, the stolen block of opaleine had been carved into the shape of a foreign ruler, descended from the people who had sent the coldbloods to mine and exploit Zai in the first place. The whole “gift” was borderline blasphemous, but what could we do? Pandora had insisted it was this or nothing.

      With an embarrassed expression, Lauren took the bust over to Freya, kneeling in front of her. The high priestess glanced over it, sadness glimmering in her reptilian eyes. However, she didn’t seem as perturbed by the gift as I’d expected her to be. Yes, she showed a hint of grief, but no anger seemed to be left in her.

      She slowly shook her head. “It is no use,” she said sadly.

      “Would it help if we had more opaleine?” Navan asked, but Freya shook her head again. I glanced at him, conscious of what Pandora had said about bargaining, but what were we supposed to do? If Pandora wanted the blood, she was going to have to deal with a little negotiation.

      “It is no use,” she repeated.

      Ginji cleared his throat, startling the rest of us. He’d been standing in the shadows at the back of the room, the tray held behind his back, apparently listening in on the conversation.

      “Opaleine is our gift from the deities. It is our energy source,” he explained, a note of bitterness in his words. “It is what gives us our wings. It is what gives us our true form. It is how we make fire. For it to work, we must be pure. Sinners cannot access such power.” I had never been more pleased to hear someone speak for more than a few seconds.

      “There’s something wrong with the opaleine?” Navan prompted, his eyes narrowing with curiosity. Knowing him, there was no way he’d be convinced by the idea of gods and deities. Instead, he’d be seeking some scientific explanation for the opaleine phenomenon.

      “It judges us harshly,” Ginji replied quietly.

      I frowned. “Wait, but your species is morally pure. You’re pacifists, right? You don’t get involved in conflict?”

      Ginji looked nervous. “We have tried to be peaceful. The stone judges our kind on the sins of us all,” he replied, falling silent as Freya gave him a scolding look. “My apologies, High Priestess,” he mumbled, stepping back into the shadows, keeping his head down and his mouth shut.

      She sighed. Ginji had clearly let the vague cat out of the bag. “It is true,” she said solemnly.

      “What do you mean when you say the opaleine isn’t any use?” Lauren asked, her hands still clutching the stone bust of Queen Brisha.

      Freya leaned forward and touched the sculpture. Beneath her fingers, the sapphire veins instantly turned black. “Corrupted. The power is gone,” she explained, her amber eyes gleaming with tears.

      “Why is the stone reacting like that?” Angie wondered, asking the very question that had been on my mind.

      “Punishment,” Freya said, with no sign of elaboration.

      In my mind, I fit their fractured words together, like pieces of a puzzle. From what Ginji had said, I assumed the Draconians had “sinned” in some way, preventing them from using the stone’s power. He’d said they were being judged for the actions of all their kind, which meant they were only as sinless as their least pure member. That really did seem harsh, especially if it meant everyone had to suffer. But I guessed that “sinner” had something to do with it.

      “If the opaleine is no good, is there something else we can do in exchange for a sample of your blood?” I asked, remembering Pandora’s threat—no matter what happened, we had to return to the ship with the sample. True, she’d forbidden us from bargaining with these people, but I figured the blood was a priority. Besides, if she did have a problem with it, she hadn’t said anything. The earpieces remained silent.

      Freya’s amber eyes burned into mine. “Yes,” she said.

      “What?” I asked, feeling suddenly nervous.

      “Help us leave Zai.”
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      What do you mean, ‘leave Zai’?” I asked. It wasn’t the answer I had been expecting.

      “Follow me,” Freya instructed, leading us back out into the main body of the temple. The moon doors of the Celestial Room closed shut behind us. The haunting song still echoed between the opaleine walls, the sight of the faded sapphire veins making it even sadder. It didn’t seem fair that something like this could happen to a species as peaceful as the Draconians.

      We walked on through the temple, passing endless praying Draconians, their scales a variety of colors and textures and shapes. None of them lifted their eyes to look at us as we passed, their minds too focused on their worship. Perhaps they thought they could fix the problem if they just prayed hard enough.

      After fifteen minutes of wandering through the cavernous expanse of the temple, we reached another entrance at the back, which led out into the humid heat of the Zaian afternoon. The sun was still beaming down, its rays warm on my face, the aquamarine sky cloudless above my head. Somewhere close by, a mysterious creature called out, sending up a warning that made the jungle canopy flutter with dispersing animals. If I closed my eyes tight enough, I could pretend I was in Costa Rica, on vacation with my handsome boyfriend and my incredible friends.

      Upon reopening them, however, reality came crashing back down onto my shoulders. This wasn’t a vacation. This was a serious mission that seemed to be getting more critical by the minute. What was supposed to be a quick get-in, get-out trade was now turning into something else. It was becoming the potential exodus of an entire species.

      Following a winding path that led away from the temple, the road peppered with statues of Draconians transforming into their true forms, we reached the lip of a broad valley stretching away in front of us. Once upon a time, I figured there must have been a river here, but not anymore. Now, it was filled with gigantic ships in various stages of completion, each one looking like an enormous chrome Viking longship, complete with dragon heads at the front and metal wings that spread out to the sides.

      Milling about the grassy earth were Draconians of all shapes and sizes, lugging huge chunks of material, demonstrating their impressive strength. It seemed they were putting the ships together with nothing but brute force, one person easily carrying a plate of metal that looked like it ought to have crushed them. From the looks of them, they were twice as strong as coldbloods, if not more.

      “What the—?” Bashrik gasped, visibly freaked out by the sight of their superior strength.

      “Are these like the Vanquish?” I asked Navan, intrigued by the engineering and design of these peculiar-looking ships. They were massive in comparison to the ship we’d arrived on, and they were definitely bigger than any vessel I’d seen before, even in the hangars where the queens kept all their warships.

      Navan shook his head. “These are the types of ships that would be used for long-term, long-distance civilian travel.”

      “So more like a luxury cruise liner than a fighter jet?” I asked, trying to imagine putting a whole species into a fleet of these ships and sending them away, across the universe, to wherever they planned to go.

      Navan smiled. “Yes, they’re built for comfort and size, not speed or power. Ordinarily, ships like this will have a gun or two on board, just in case, but I doubt the Draconians will have added any weapons.”

      “No weapons, only life,” Freya concurred, her amber eyes fixed on the scene.

      Angie whistled. “You want to fit everyone on those?”

      “Yes,” Freya replied.

      “How long will they have to be on board?” Lauren asked. I imagined them as sardines, crammed into a tin can, waiting for someone to peel back the lid on the other side.

      “One year,” she said. I supposed, in the grand scheme of things, a year wasn’t that long to wait if it meant there was something good to look forward to. Then again, I couldn’t understand why they’d want to abandon a beautiful planet like this. Yes, their power source was fading, but surely they could find a way to exist in their half-forms? I wanted to ask about it, but I didn’t think I could bear a series of short, unsatisfying answers. Ginji was still with us, but he had clearly learned his lesson, and his mouth was sealed shut. I’d get no answers out of him, either—at least not while Freya was monitoring him.

      Bashrik frowned. “Where are you headed?”

      “A place with vitality,” Freya answered wistfully.

      “Yes, but where are you actually headed?” Bashrik pressed impatiently. “Where in the universe is the place you’re going to?”

      “We located it by satellite,” she said, maintaining her perpetually calm demeanor.

      “You found a place that has opaleine?” I asked, intrigued. If there was another planet in the universe that held stores of opaleine, I was surprised the Vysantheans hadn’t already found it.

      Freya smiled. “A similar stone.”

      “Do you think it will work in the same way, to fuel your powers?” I continued, wanting a more complete answer.

      “Our geologists say so,” she replied.

      “What’s the planet called?” Lauren asked. “I might have read about it somewhere,” she added, a little shyly. It always troubled me when she acted like that in front of new people. Her love of books and learning new things was nothing to be embarrassed about.

      Freya looked up at the sky. “Irrith,” she said in her thick accent.

      Wherever this planet was, I hoped it held some promise for the poor Draconians. They deserved it, after everything they had been through. Now, I realized why there were so many grieving worshippers inside the temple. They were being forced to leave their home planet because of something they likely weren’t personally responsible for. I knew, firsthand, how devastating that could be. After all, I’d been forced to leave my home planet because of something I had no power over.

      “How can we help you?” I asked. The Draconians seemed to have all the heavy lifting covered, so what else was there to do?

      “Improvements must be made,” she explained in her frustratingly brief manner.

      Bashrik raised an eyebrow. “Improvements? You want us to work on your ships, to make them—what? Faster, stealthier, bigger?”

      “Speed and safety are key,” Freya replied, showing the first hint of earnestness. For a brief second, her calm exterior flickered, revealing the true fear beneath. I understood there was a lot resting on her shoulders, as this was likely her decision.

      “You want us to adapt the ships with our Vysanthean technology?” Navan pressed.

      She nodded. “In technology, you are superior,” she conceded.

      Bashrik seemed pleased by the sentiment, though a stern look from Angie wiped the smug expression off his face. Unlike Navan, he seemed to have a sense of Vysanthean superiority left in him.

      “May we discuss it?” I asked hopefully.

      Freya smiled. “Indeed.”

      The five of us wandered off to the side of the path and stood underneath the welcome shade of a palm-like tree, its leaves blowing in the warm breeze. It was nice to be out of the sun’s glare. My bare skin was already hot, although I wasn’t too concerned about getting a sunburn, given that I always tanned pretty well on Earth.

      “What do you think?” I asked, addressing the group.

      Lauren answered first. “It sounds like a reasonable trade. Way better than that stupid bust Pandora gave us. I’m sure she did that just to get us in trouble,” she muttered.

      “I think it’s more likely she didn’t even realize how insensitive it was,” I said, aware that Pandora was probably listening in. A rumble of agreement passed through the group. Pandora was a coldblood through and through; she didn’t care about the feelings of other species.

      “Well, I think it’s a decent trade, too,” Angie chimed in. “A bit of our sweat for a bit of their blood.”

      “They’re definitely a lot more accommodating than I thought they’d be,” Bashrik remarked, his gaze falling on Freya and Ginji, who were standing at the lip of the valley path, their eyes facing out toward the ships.

      Angie grinned. “Not so bad after all, right?”

      “No, not so bad after all,” Bashrik agreed, their eyes locking suddenly. “But, Rask, are they strong! I’d heard the legends, but I never believed it until I saw it for myself,” he said, shifting uncomfortably.

      “Who knows, maybe there’s a musclebound Draconian down there for me,” Angie teased, nudging him playfully in the arm.

      Poor Bashrik looked confused, struggling with Angie’s banter. One moment she was blowing hot, the next she was blowing cold. Regardless, the whole thing was very entertaining to watch. I hoped they’d get their act together at some point and just tell each other how they felt.

      “Navan, what do you think?” I asked, realizing he’d been oddly silent about the new trade.

      He sighed, glancing toward the valley of vessels. “I’m not sure. I don’t—” he started to say, when a figure came hurtling down the path from the temple. It was another young male Draconian, about the same age as Ginji, though this one had burnished orange scales covering his skin. He barreled past, skidding to a halt in front of Freya and Ginji.

      “Cambien,” he hissed. Freya’s cool façade fell away, leaving a mask of fear, though she covered it quickly.

      She moved toward us. “I must go,” she said, giving a low bow before hurrying up the path the disciple had just come down. Ginji watched her and the orange-scaled acolyte leave but made no move to follow.

      “Shouldn’t you go with her?” I asked.

      Ginji shook his head. “She did not instruct me to. I only do as I am instructed,” he reasoned, though it sounded like something a kid would say to get out of doing something they didn’t want to do. Either way, it gave us a much-needed opportunity to get some broader answers to our questions.

      “How come you don’t speak very much?” I asked, sitting down on the grass in the shade of the palm-like tree. Freya wouldn’t be back for a while, by the looks of things, so I figured we might as well get comfortable. Uncertainly, Ginji sat down in front of me, with the others following suit, until we were all cross-legged in a circle.

      “Each word has more value when fewer are used,” he explained, picking at a few blades of grass and nervously glancing over his shoulder.

      “That’s a nice sentiment, unless you need a lot of information,” I said with a laugh, and I was pleased to see my words had made Ginji smile, too. The poor kid looked like he could do with a good old-fashioned giggle.

      “What caused the opaleine corruption?” Navan interjected. Ginji kept his eyes on me, ignoring Navan completely.

      “Kid, what caused the rocks to turn black like that?” Bashrik tried, speaking louder, his tone impatient. Ginji ignored him too, his dark silver scales bristling up his neck, like he was a porcupine getting ready to attack.

      Lauren leaned toward him. “What caused the corruption of the opaleine, Ginji?” she asked kindly. The young Draconian’s amber eyes flitted toward her, his scales flattening.

      “The corruption was punishment for the sickness we caused,” he said. Clearly, he had a problem answering any question that came from a coldblood, though he didn’t seem to mind too much if one of us girls asked. Even though he couldn’t have known what we were, I supposed, to a Draconian, anything was better than a Vysanthean.

      “You mean the plague that chased the coldbloods away?” I ventured.

      Ginji nodded. “The corruption is our punishment. We did not deserve our gift any longer,” he replied, casting a sideways glance at Navan. He opened his mouth, as if to say something to Navan, but Angie stepped in.

      “What caused the plague in the first place?” she asked quickly.

      Ginji looked up at her, distracted. “We do not tell outsiders. Our methods are secret and sacred,” he said, casting another nervous glance over his shoulder. At least that confirmed the plague was something the Draconians created, rather than a naturally occurring virus. It was a small victory for knowledge, but it made me feel way better about having taken the suits off.

      “Making a plague to destroy the Vysantheans probably seems like a pretty stupid thing to do, now, doesn’t it?” Bashrik remarked. “You should have known there wasn’t a loophole. You’re either pacifists, or you’re not. You can’t pick and choose,” he added. I stared at him in disbelief, not knowing whether he realized a word he was saying. Even Navan seemed shocked by the outburst.

      Ginji scowled, his eyes burning with rage. “We did not do anything! We stayed strong in the face of everything you did! We let you come here and take what wasn’t yours! We prayed and did nothing! The Lunaris sect was not responsible, though we suffer regardless,” he snapped.

      Before Bashrik could rile the poor boy any further, I scooted forward and put my hand on his back, making small circles, wanting to comfort him. “Don’t listen to him, Ginji. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” I soothed, feeling the boy’s lungs jolt with every sharp intake of breath. “Now, can you tell me what you mean when you say the Lunaris sect wasn’t responsible?”

      Ginji looked up at me with teary eyes. “The Pyros did it. They fought back. We did not,” he said miserably. Bashrik looked surprised, realizing he’d upset the boy.

      “The Pyros?” Lauren asked, intrigued.

      Ginji nodded, wiping his eyes. “They live near the volcano, Mount Kusuburi. They created the sickness, not the Lunaris. They caused the corruption,” he muttered bitterly, though there was sadness beneath his anger.

      Suddenly, Ginji got to his feet, brushing the grass from the back of his tunic. Freya was coming back down the path, and though he’d had his back to her, I guessed he had sensed her returning. He dipped his head, wiping the last of the tears from his eyes, as the rest of us got back up.

      “Apologies. Trials plague every life,” she said, stopping beside us.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked, looking up toward the temple.

      She gave a slight nod. “Yes. Are decisions made?”

      I looked at Navan. He’d been about to say something before the disciple had come to take Freya away, but it seemed the moment had passed. A flicker of uncertainty remained on his face, but he was the one who replied.

      “We are willing to exchange our knowledge and expertise in technology for a sample of your blood,” he confirmed. Again, given what she’d told us about bargaining, I expected to hear Pandora’s voice reprimanding us through the earpieces, but it never came. Surely, that had to be a good sign?

      “A few vials in payment,” Freya suggested, placing her hands together and bowing in gratitude.

      He smiled. “A few vials would be perfect, Freya. Thank you.”

      “A special ritual will occur,” she insisted, coming up from her bow.

      Bashrik flashed his brother a worried look. “You want to do a special ritual for us to do the mechanical work, or for the blood extraction?” he asked, confused. It did take a lot to gauge the true meaning of what Freya said, but then I guessed that was the point.

      She smiled, amused. “Blood is precious,” she said, making me wonder if she was toying with Bashrik in her own secret way. Was she deliberately being elusive with him, to satisfy some deep-set grudge she had to have, somewhere inside her? Hell, Earth had only half been invaded by coldblood rebels, and I definitely held a grudge against them.

      “Can you do that today?” Bashrik pressed.

      Freya shook her head. “Can you?” she retorted, her tone still calm.

      Navan chuckled. “No, we can’t do the mechanical work in a day, just as you can’t prepare for your ritual in a day. We understand that. My brother is a little tired from the long journey.” He put a friendly arm around Bashrik’s shoulders.

      “Accommodations will be prepared,” Freya promised.

      “How long are we staying?” Angie asked, her expression worried. I was worried too. Pandora wasn’t going to like us lingering on the planet’s surface longer than necessary, out of her sight, but if she wanted the blood, this was the way things had to be. Besides, if she had a problem, she should’ve come down and figured things out herself.

      “One night,” Freya replied.

      A surge of hope flooded through me. This was our chance as a group to plan without Pandora lurking around every corner. We just had to figure out a way of communicating without her listening in. Although I couldn’t feel the earpiece anymore, I knew it was there, and she was on the other end, hearing every word. There had to be a way around it.

      With the promise of a comfortable bed, something good to eat, and the prospect of getting away from our omnipresent warden, we moved down a path that led to the right of the valley’s edge, following the line of palm-like trees. Freya walked in the opposite direction, heading back toward the temple, where she was likely most needed in this time of intense Draconian grief. However, we still had Ginji as our guide, his silver scales flashing beneath the sunlight like minnows darting in a stream.

      “Where exactly is your new destination?” Navan asked on our way to our lodging. Ginji ignored him, prompting Navan to nudge me in the shoulder. “Will you ask him?” he whispered, his brow furrowed in concern.

      I smiled. “Ginji, where exactly are all those ships headed? I know you said ‘Irrith’, but where is that?” I asked, hoping for a real answer.

      Ginji stopped in his tracks, lifting a golden pendant over his head and holding it flat in the palm of his gray-skinned hand. “It is here,” he explained, pressing down on the center of the pendant. A spray of projected lights rose up, just visible in the shade of the palm-like tree above us.

      “Is this a celestial map?” Navan asked, his tone impressed.

      Ginji nodded reluctantly. “It is this one,” he continued, gesturing toward a particular dot in the spray of universal dots that had emerged from the pendant. It didn’t mean much to me. In fact, it all looked the same—they were just pretty, bright lights projected into the air. After showing Navan the dot in question, Ginji pressed the pendant again, and the lights disappeared.

      With that, he put the necklace back over his head and continued along the edge of the valley, heading for our lodging. I was about to follow him, but I froze at the sight of Navan’s face. He was staring at us, his face a mask of horror.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked, taking hold of his hand.

      “Earth,” he whispered. “He means Earth.”
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      They’re going to Earth?” I gasped in disbelief. “How can that be right? She definitely said ‘Irrith’.”

      Navan shook his head. “It’s her thick accent. To us, it sounded like ‘Irrith’, but she meant Earth. Think about it.”

      He was right. It was her accent. Thanks to the mysterious language technology, every word the Draconians had spoken to us was in perfect, albeit heavily accented, English—but it was definitely English. Now that I replayed Freya’s voice in my head, I could hear the mistake. She had been saying “Earth” all along.

      “Ginji, may I ask you something?” I called out, making the young Draconian stop and hurry back to where we stood. He looked worried.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      I smiled, forcing the concern from my face. “Not at all. I was just curious about the planet you pointed out to Navan. What is it called again?” I wanted to hear him say it, just to be certain.

      “Irrith,” he said simply. His voice had a similar accent to Freya’s, and the two words were definitely too comparable to ignore.

      “Earth?” I replied.

      He frowned, as though I were an idiot. “That is what I said. Irrith.”

      I could hear it, clear as day: Earth.

      “Thank you, Ginji,” I said, trying to keep my tone calm. “Please, go on ahead. We’ll follow this time.”

      Giving an awkward bow, Ginji continued along the palm-lined pathway, his pace brisk. The five of us followed after him, though a solemn tension bristled between us. This definitely wasn’t the news we’d been expecting. More than that, I couldn’t wrap my head around why everyone was so eager to go to Earth. Weren’t there other planets, equally nice, that they could invade instead? It was beginning to get on my nerves. We were supposed to be relatively primitive, in comparison to the rest of the universe, so why did they have to pick on us? Maybe that was exactly why. With our inferior technology, perhaps they knew we couldn’t do much about it. Even the pacifist Draconians must have guessed they could take over without much resistance—unless they had no idea what to expect when they got there.

      With a shudder of dread, I thought of Earth’s armies joining forces to destroy the invaders, not realizing they were peaceful. Tanks would fill the streets, planes would fill the skies, and it would likely all end with several mushroom clouds. It wasn’t a particularly nice thought.

      “We need to convince them not to go to Earth,” I whispered as we walked along. True, it would take them a year to reach Earth, given their lesser ship technology, but I was done with aliens moving in on my home planet.

      Angie nodded. “Definitely. I doubt our world leaders have come to terms with the idea of little green men in flying saucers. Imagine what they’d do to real live, half-dragon people!” she hissed.

      “It’s a recipe for disaster. The Draconians are peaceful, but Earth won’t see them that way. They’ll want to use their biggest nukes, or round them up like animals, and I’m not willing to put them through that—not after everything they’ve already gone through,” Lauren agreed.

      It looked like I wasn’t the only one who doubted Earth’s friendliness toward an actual alien species. I rooted for our race, and was proud to be human, but I also knew that humans often didn’t learn from their past mistakes, and there were too many people in power who feared difference and newness. The Draconians would be annihilated, simply due to the fact that they wouldn’t fight back.

      With anxious thoughts racing through my mind, and the constant knowledge that Pandora was listening to every word, I pressed on with the others down the pretty, crushed-shell pathway. The track meandered into the depths of the jungle that surrounded the temple. Here, the heat was almost oppressive, the humidity trapped in by the flora all around us, but it was too beautiful to be annoying. Exotic blooms brightened the walk, filling the air with a sugary scent, while the warm breeze rustled the frond-like leaves. Now and again, one of those colorful, monkey-like creatures would stop and whoop at us, whipping its weird, feathery tail as it called out.

      Ten minutes later, we arrived at a clearing in the jungle terrain. Set in a semicircle were six quaint huts, their roofs thatched with dried-out palm fronds, the structures made of pale wood. They looked inviting, like we were on safari or something. The air was filled with the sounds of the jungle creatures. Even so, I couldn’t keep my mind off the thought that the Draconians were headed for Earth. It was killing any happy buzz I might have had at the sight of such pretty lodges and the prospect of some alone time with Navan.

      Ginji came to a halt in front of a side path tucked away between the first two lodges to the left. “This path leads to the Eternal Springs. There, you may revive your souls and refresh your weary hearts,” he explained, pointing down the pathway.

      I had to admit, that sounded good. “Thank you, Ginji.”

      He bowed. “Now I must leave you. Rest well and restore yourselves. Tomorrow, the hard work begins,” he said, before disappearing down the main track back up to the temple.

      “So, who’s having which hut?” Angie asked, a false grin on her face. Evidently, she was worrying about Earth, too.

      Before any of us could answer, a crackle disrupted our peace, the screech of feedback stinging our ears, causing us to grimace. A second later, Pandora’s stern voice drifted through our ears. “Have the Draconians left?” she asked.

      “We’re alone,” I replied, the irony not lost on me.

      “Right, well, I’ve been listening to everything that’s been going on during your little Zaian excursion, and I have found a suitable solution to our predicament: the Draconians cannot be allowed to leave for Earth. With that in mind, you are going to have to destroy every single ship, to prevent that from happening,” she instructed, barely missing a beat. “I’ve scanned the local area and seen the valley that your high priestess spoke of. They all must be blown up—they cannot be allowed to take off. The rebel base does not need anyone else using up their resources.”

      I gritted my teeth, wanting to make a smart remark. The human race did not need the rebels using up their resources, but that wasn’t stopping them. Why should they have the monopoly on alien exploitation?

      “Won’t they just build more ships, Pandora?” Navan remarked flatly, though his eyes betrayed his loathing.

      Bashrik flashed his brother a look. “Yeah, it wouldn’t be difficult for them to build more, given their immense strength. We’ve seen it for ourselves. They can lift enormous amounts of weight, without it fazing them,” he added, his tone impressed.

      “Then we will have to kill them all,” Pandora stated.

      “Wait, that’s not what we were saying!” Bashrik countered, but Pandora carried on before he could utter another word.

      “If destroying the ships won’t be enough to deter them, we must destroy them, too,” she insisted. “We can take a small number back to Vysanthe as captives, so we can harvest more of their blood, but we can’t risk them disrupting the rebel base on Earth by sending all of humanity into a panic. Your species do so love to panic, don’t they?” she mused, her tone cold.

      My mind trailed suddenly back to the distress call we’d been forced to ignore on the final leg of the journey to Zai. I thought of the child’s voice pleading for help, and the way Pandora had simply turned her back. I was done abandoning innocent species and putting them in harm’s way. I wasn’t going to be responsible for the genocide of a peaceful people. Not now, not ever. I couldn’t stop the trouble that human blood was causing, but I could stop the blood of this race being spilled.

      “We don’t need to kill anyone, Pandora. There’s always another way. It doesn’t have to be violence and brute force all the time,” I said, unable to hold the bitterness back from the tip of my tongue.

      “Ah yes, panic and diplomacy—two particularly annoying human traits.” She chuckled. “Well, go on. What else do you propose?”

      I sighed, keeping my cool. “I propose we find a way to keep the Draconians here on Zai. If we can get to the bottom of what caused the opaleine corruption, we might be able to reverse it. Then, there would be no reason for them to leave,” I explained, the thoughts coming to me as I spoke.

      Lauren nodded excitedly. “Yes, there has to be something chemical or biological making this happen. We just need to figure out what that is, and then we can see if we can reverse it. That’s worth trying before anything else, right?”

      “There are too many extraneous variables, and it sounds like far too much hassle,” Pandora replied coolly.

      “No, it’s actually a much safer bet,” I insisted. “What are you going to do if you find out, somewhere along the line, that you need more Draconian blood? By then, you’ll probably have drained them dry, and you’ll have nothing left to make your elixir out of,” I continued, looking at the others for support. That was one benefit to us only being connected via earpieces—Pandora couldn’t see us.

      “Plus, if we manage to fix the opaleine corruption, and successfully reverse it, then you can come and mine more,” Angie chimed in, though she pulled a face as she said it. Giving the coldbloods another chance to exploit the Draconians probably wasn’t a good idea, but if it saved their lives and kept them away from Earth, maybe that was a compromise worth offering.

      “And, if we manage to figure out what caused the plague in the first place, then we can come back here without any fear of the virus attacking our people again,” Navan confirmed, though he didn’t look too pleased about it either. I smiled at him, wanting to remind him that this was all about persuasion, to get Pandora to calm her itchy trigger finger.

      For a moment, white noise crackled through the earpieces, but Pandora said nothing. Eventually, she gave a low, reluctant sigh. “Fine, try it your way. You’re ambitious, I will give you that. However, if it fails, I will certainly say I told you so, and then I will blow the Draconian ships to smithereens. Understood?”

      “Understood,” I replied, speaking for everyone. “That might mean we have to stay here a while longer. Is that okay? Do you want us to come back and stay on the ship each night, so we can debrief?” I asked, glancing toward the tempting lodges, and the promise of food and sleep.

      A scoff hissed through the earpieces. “No, don’t come back until you’ve done what you’ve set out to. Refilling the decontamination canisters takes much too long, and is frustratingly fiddly, and I do not wish to endure that process every single night. As we don’t know how long this will take, it’s best you stay with the natives,” she instructed derisively. “However, I will be monitoring you, and I will be listening in, whether you realize it or not. Think of me as an all-knowing deity—you cannot see me, but I am there.”

      I rolled my eyes at her god complex, prompting the others to smirk. Even so, I wasn’t sure if her threat was an empty one or not. She’d bugged our suits without our knowledge, after all, and she had a capacity for craftiness. Maybe she’d figured out some other ways of secretly listening in. Whatever the case, we’d have to be careful what we said aloud.

      “We’ll remember, Pandora,” I said tersely.

      With that, another shriek of feedback rang in our ears, and her end of the line went dead. It didn’t mean she wasn’t listening anymore, but at least she wasn’t speaking to us. I was sick of her voice. It rarely brought anything but bad news.

      Being alone out here, without any backup, I supposed Pandora feared us overcoming her. She was fiercely strong—stronger than Navan and Bashrik, even—but her reluctance to leave the Vanquish proved how vulnerable she felt. Given her constant surveillance, I guessed she worried we’d find a way to abandon her here and take the ship with us. Which, in fact, was precisely what we were planning to do… if we could just find a way to speak privately.

      “Well, what’s the plan, guys?” Angie asked, stretching wearily. Bashrik’s eyes flickered toward the bare skin of her stomach as her t-shirt lifted up, but he quickly tore them away again.

      “We should take advantage of the Eternal Springs while we’ve got time,” Lauren suggested. “They’re thermal hot springs heated by the nearby volcanoes. Ginji is right—they’re supposed to be really good for relaxation and rejuvenation, and I don’t know about you, but I could do with a long, hot soak,” she added with a grin.

      I smiled back. “Sounds good to me. We can start our search for the root of the plague later,” I said, glancing at the side path that led to the hot springs. It really did sound nice. “Do you think they’ve left towels for us?” I wondered, heading toward the first lodge on the left. Inside, there were stacks of folded material with a velvety kind of texture. I supposed they were the closest things to towels we were going to get. Picking two from the pile, I went back outside, just as Angie and Lauren emerged from their lodges. Bashrik and Navan were still standing in the middle of the clearing, chatting in low voices.

      “Think fast!” I shouted, throwing one of the towels at Navan. He caught it, his reflexes lightning fast. Meanwhile, Angie approached Bashrik shyly.

      “Here, I thought you might need this,” she said, handing him a spare. Lauren and I exchanged a knowing glance, careful not to let Angie see.

      With that, we headed toward the Eternal Springs. The path led through more of the deep jungle before emerging at a flat, rocky outcrop. Staggered, steaming pools jutted out like stepping stones against the side of a sheer drop. The first spring was at the very top, level with the outcrop itself, the edge looking out for miles across the Zaian landscape, like an infinity pool. From the lip of it, you could see the volcanoes rising like mountains in the distance, their craters smoking slightly, and the expanse of endless jungle that covered the planet’s surface, colorful birds rising from the canopies.

      “Wow,” Lauren whispered. It was utterly breathtaking.

      Awkwardly, we moved to either side of the rocky outcrop and got undressed down to our underwear, with the boys on one side and the girls on the other in a vague attempt at privacy. I figured we’d have to hang our underwear out to dry once we were done in the pool, since the rest of our clean clothes were on the Vanquish, but at least we’d keep our dignity. Secretly, I sneaked a look at Navan as he pulled off his t-shirt. His back rippled with taut muscle. It had been way too long since I’d seen him with his clothes off, and the anticipation was killing me.

      “How long is my hair?!” Angie remarked, distracting me from Navan’s half-naked body. “How long is all of our hair?!”

      I laughed. “We should give each other a haircut,” I suggested jokingly. Our hair had gotten really long since we’d first left for Texas. My ponytail was now scraping the spot between my shoulder blades.

      Lauren grimaced. “No way am I letting either of you near my hair with a pair of scissors! I’d end up having to get a buzzcut to fix it,” she teased, kicking her pants off and turning to face the hot spring. “Come on, tie it up and let’s get in the pool!” she said excitedly, pulling her own hair into a bun on top of her head.

      With the boys still facing the other way, we slid into the hot spring. The soothing water enveloped us as we swam over to the edge and looked out at the stunning horizon. The water itself was cloudy from the minerals of the spring, making it impossible to see anything beneath the surface. Already, I could feel it going to work on my knotted muscles.

      It was nice to relax a bit without any fear of Pandora interfering. The thought of the coldblood plague still worried me slightly, but Freya had asked us to trust her, and that was precisely what we were doing. We had no reason not to.

      “You decent?” Navan asked politely.

      “We are!” I replied. More’s the pity, I thought with a sly grin. He was dressed in tight underwear and nothing else, and the sight was a delicious one. We turned our faces away, for propriety’s sake, and the boys slid into the pool. An idea came to me. “Guys!” I whispered. Their eyes turned toward me.

      “What’s up?” Lauren asked, worried.

      Silently, I pointed to my earpiece, then down to the water, raising an eyebrow. I flashed Navan a significant look, wanting to ask if the devices were waterproof or not.

      Navan nodded, smiling at the thought. He drew his forefinger across his neck, before gesturing to his own earpiece. That was all the confirmation I needed—the hot water would kill the earpieces in one fell swoop. Then again, we’d need to keep one functional, or Pandora would begin to suspect something. Using an awkward set of hand signals, I tried to convey that to the rest of them. They all nodded, and Bashrik pointed at himself.

      He fanned his face. “Rask, it’s too hot in here. I’m going to sit out for a while,” he said, pointing to a stone bench that sat beneath the trees. “You stay and enjoy yourselves.”

      As he got up and headed over to the stone bench, we dug into our ears and took out the offending earpieces. Since the barbs were digging into the skin, it scratched a little as we removed them, but it wasn’t as painful as I’d been expecting. When they were safely out, we immersed them in the steaming hot spring, hearing the sizzle as the water got into the electrics. I didn’t know if it had killed them entirely, but it was a good start. Anxiously, I looked over to Bashrik to see if Pandora had anything to say about it, but he pointed at his ear and shook his head. We were off the hook.

      “Keep them submerged,” I whispered, just in case.

      The earpieces were dead, and Pandora couldn’t hear us. Or so I hoped.
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      What’s your problem with the Draconians?” Angie asked suddenly, glancing at Bashrik. He looked startled by the question.

      He shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with them.”

      Angie snorted. “Then what was that outburst about, with Ginji? What you said to him was uncalled for. He’s just a kid. Even if he wasn’t, what you said was rude,” she said sternly. “You can’t exactly blame the Draconians for having had enough of your people exploiting their resources.”

      “I just don’t think you can claim to be peaceful and then do something like unleash a killer plague,” Bashrik remarked, evidently uncomfortable about the line of questioning.

      “Seems like you have some warped views of these people,” Angie pressed. “You think they’re lower than you, so they aren’t worthy of your respect.”

      “That’s not true!” Bashrik said.

      “I mean, I would’ve thought you, of all people, would understand a race wanting to defend itself,” Angie interjected.

      Bashrik sighed. “I can’t respect a species who allow themselves to be invaded and exploited without at least attempting to fight back,” he admitted. “We should never have been permitted to come in and take what was theirs. They should’ve stopped us long before then, instead of stabbing us in the back with a sneaky, underhanded biological attack. That I cannot respect,” he added, a touch sheepishly.

      “Would you have respected them more if they’d come out to meet you on the battlefield, fought you face-to-face, man-to-man?” Angie asked mockingly.

      He shrugged. “I could have respected it more than a cowardly plague.”

      Angie sighed. “Bashrik Idrax, you have so much to learn. We don’t know the full story and until we do, I suggest you rein in your superiority complex. And definitely stop unleashing it at kids,” she warned, though her voice carried a hint of warmth. In Bashrik, I knew Angie had found a project she could work on, to improve the potential she saw there.

      “So, where are we going to start with the opaleine problem?” I asked, switching the subject. I put my earpiece in a little crater of water cut into the rock next to the main pool. The others did the same, while Bashrik kept his distance on the stone bench.

      “It must have something to do with these Pyros that Ginji was talking about,” Lauren suggested, lounging back in the hot spring. Now, without worrying about Pandora listening in, we could properly relax.

      Navan nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. If they caused the problem, maybe they know how to fix it,” he agreed, swimming over to where I was sitting and putting his arm around my shoulders.

      “What do you think ‘Cambien’ means?” Angie asked unexpectedly, her brow furrowed in thought.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well, when Freya went running off before, that orange-scaled kid said the word ‘Cambien.’ I was just wondering if it meant anything. Lauren, you got anything in that mind palace of yours?” she said, paddling her feet in the water. Her cheeks were reddening, the sweat glistening on her forehead.

      Lauren shook her head. “It doesn’t mean anything to me. Although, with the language tech the Draconians seem to be using, it has to be a name. Otherwise, we’d be able to understand it.” That made a lot of sense. But was Cambien a person or a place?

      “Do you think it might be one of the nine moons and stars—the deities they seem to pray to?” I wondered.

      Lauren shrugged. “I don’t know much about the Lunaris sect. There wasn’t much in Brisha’s library about any particular religion, just a few mentions of rituals. One sounded like the blood ritual they want to do, for the vials. To them, blood is very sacred. It’s a symbol of purity,” she explained, resting her glasses on top of her head to stop them from steaming up.

      “The veins in the opaleine… Do they represent the veins in their bodies?” I asked, intrigued.

      She smiled. “They are symbolic, yes. I’m guessing that’s why the corruption of the stone hit them so hard. It’s like watching everything they hold dear get poisoned in front of their eyes. Ginji mentioned the opaleine is their power source—it’s what makes them their true selves, in full dragon form. Without it, they are half of what they’re supposed to be, which must be devastating,” she said solemnly.

      “There has to be a scientific explanation for why the opaleine allows them to do that, though,” Navan insisted. “I mean, it can’t be a gift from the gods. It can’t just be a divine, mystical thing. There has to be some practical reasoning behind the way it works.”

      Lauren chuckled. “Not a religious man?”

      “Not exactly,” Navan said wryly. I remembered him saying that Vysanthe no longer believed in any kind of gods, though they mentioned the old ones from time to time. Rask certainly came up quite a lot, though I wondered how many young Vysantheans even knew the origin of the word.

      “My guess would be there’s something in the stone that reacts with their genetic and chemical makeup, encouraging that transformation in them,” Lauren said, her confidence making it sound like fact.

      “It’s like my wings.” I grinned, amused at the confused looks from Navan and my friends. “When I drank the wing serum, something happened to my genetic makeup, transforming my human cells into cells of wings so they could shove their way through my shoulder blades and let me fly,” I elaborated.

      “Absolutely. Although, instead of it being a liquid you ingest, I’d imagine it’s radiation from the stone, which must have a similar effect,” Lauren conceded, chuckling to herself.

      Navan sighed, his expression satisfied. “I knew there had to be a scientific explanation.”

      “Hey, this is all just speculation,” Lauren warned. “Maybe when we go to meet these Pyros, we can ask more questions about it. I mean, someone has to know the real reason.”

      I turned to Angie, who had been uncharacteristically quiet. Her eyes were fixed on Bashrik, who was bending down to search in the pocket of his pants, his muscular buttocks flexing through the thin fabric of his spring-soaked underwear. Her mouth was hanging open.

      I nudged her. “Eyes up,” I teased.

      She turned away, her cheeks flushing a deep shade of pink. “Anyway, enough about magical stones and fire-breathing beasts. How the hell are we going to coax Pandora off the ship? If we’re going to disarm her and abandon her here, telling everyone she died in some terrible accident, we’ll need to get her out of her little hidey-hole and make sure she can’t contact anyone to come get her,” she said rapidly, covering her embarrassment with a flood of verbal diarrhea.

      I smirked. “Maybe we could tell the Draconians what Pandora plans to do if we can’t get them to stay on Zai? They could lock her up and throw away the key. It would definitely beat her running loose on the planet and finding a way to contact Orion,” I said, allowing Angie a moment to cool off, though her eyes kept flitting back to Bashrik, who had resumed his position on the stone bench.

      “Won’t that make Freya inclined to go back on her goodwill, though?” Navan replied, his fingers toying with a loose strand of my hair. “If she finds out we came here, knowing what Pandora planned to do, she won’t be happy.”

      “Yeah, but they’re pacifists. They’re not going to do anything. We might get a stern scolding, but that’s probably the worst of it,” Angie remarked. “Besides, I think they’d be more concerned with keeping old purple-locks hidden away. They’d probably thank us for being honest instead of letting her get away with her plan.”

      Lauren lifted a finger to her lips.

      I frowned. “What’s the matter?”

      “I was just thinking, maybe we shouldn’t be talking about this so openly, after all. I know we’ve got the earpieces submerged, but what if she can still hear us?” she whispered, looking deeply uncomfortable.

      “Pfft, don’t worry about the grape-headed old witch. She isn’t going to do anything about it,” Angie said confidently. “She’s so afraid of catching the plague that she won’t set foot outside the Vanquish. We could be downing magnums of immortality elixir, and she would still stay put. We might as well talk about it while she’s not standing over us, making us wash her panties for the hundredth time!”

      I burst out laughing. Lauren followed shortly after, clutching her stomach, and we collapsed in hysterics.

      “Are you harboring some resentment there, Angie?” I teased, wiping the tears from my eyes.

      She grinned. “You’re damn right I am! If I never see another pair of someone else’s undies, I’ll be ecstatic,” she said, chuckling. “Now, I’m getting out of here before someone tries to pour lobster sauce on me. Navan, shield your eyes,” she warned, checking that Bashrik was looking the other way, too. Navan did as he was told, burying his face in my neck, kissing me secretly.

      Shakily, she pulled herself out of the pool and stood up, just as Bashrik turned around to say something. His mouth froze, wide open in shock as he caught a full view of her.

      Angie shrieked, trying to cover herself with her hands, much to the amusement of the rest of us. “Stop looking at me!” she yelled, bending her legs awkwardly. I looked at the mortified pair, while Navan sank deeper into the milky water of the hot spring, bubbles rising up as he laughed beneath the surface.

      “I wasn’t! I just… Well, I… And you were… I didn’t mean to!” Bashrik fumbled for the right words, his eyes as wide as saucers. Even now, he couldn’t tear his gaze away.

      “You’re still looking, you idiot!” Angie shouted, but the poor guy seemed rooted to the spot.

      A grin suddenly broke out on Bashrik’s face, teetering on the edge of laughter. Holding up his hands in surrender, he turned around. “It’s not like you’ve got anything to be ashamed of! You’re very… voluptuous, and perfectly… Well, you know. Whatever,” he called over his shoulder.

      Angie looked horrified. “Everyone knows ‘voluptuous’ is a backhanded compliment!” she remarked, moving over to her pile of clothes.

      “In Vysanthe, it’s a good thing! It must just be lost in translation!” he shouted, his face still turned away.

      “I wish you would get lost in translation,” she muttered, snatching up her clothes before taking off down the side path in a huff.

      Bashrik raised his hands in despair. “That doesn’t make any sense!” he yelled, but she’d already gone. “And you can all stop laughing, too!” he warned, keeping his back to us. We were chuckling, knowing how their banter usually played out.

      “I’ll go after her,” Lauren said, climbing out of the pool. “Damage control,” she added with a grin. As she disappeared down the path, in hot pursuit of the furious Angie, Bashrik slowly craned his neck around.

      “Is it safe?” he asked miserably.

      “Yeah, they won’t be back anytime soon, though you should probably apologize to her at some point,” I suggested.

      He pointed at himself. “Me, apologize? I was trying to be nice!”

      “Even so, you upset her. She’ll appreciate it if you say sorry,” Navan said with a smile. “If you don’t, she’ll think you’re a colossal asshat.”

      “Nice word,” I commended.

      Navan laughed. “I picked it up from you humans.”

      Bashrik let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m completely useless around her. I get all tongue-tied and ridiculous—do you think I’m sick? Maybe it’s the coldblood virus. That would explain the red cheeks and the swollen tongue, right?” he moaned, folding his arms across his chest.

      “The only sickness you have, Bash, is lovesickness,” Navan teased.

      Bashrik looked like he was about to say something else, when he remembered I was sitting there, too. In his eyes, I was one of the mysterious enemy—a female who would tell her friends everything he said. He shut his mouth again.

      “I’m tired of this heat and these vicious bugs. They’re eating me alive!” he complained, slapping at a bug on his neck. To me, it seemed like he was looking for an excuse to escape. “I’m going inside before they drain me dry,” he added, gathering his things and heading for the path.

      It was then I realized Navan and I were alone together for the first time since we’d left Vysanthe. Our eyes locked. A smile pulled at the corners of Navan’s oh-so-kissable lips.

      “So…” he murmured, wrapping his arms around me.

      “So?” I whispered back, tilting my chin up, my mouth meeting his in an electric touch.

      For a brief, irritating moment, the thought of Seraphina entered my head. I was alone with Navan, giving me the perfect opportunity to tell him what she’d asked—about him returning to Gianne’s queendom. I really wanted to do the right thing, but now didn’t seem like the best time, either. We were lightyears away from Vysanthe. What could he possibly do from here? No, it would have to wait a little while longer, just until we were back on Vysanthe, where he could make up his mind while on the same planet as her. It didn’t make sense to put that pressure on him now, with so much already going on.

      The thought of potentially losing Navan to another woman, even superficially, spurred on my passion. My breath caught in my throat as I clung to him, feeling his hands move across my wet body. I pressed myself against him, smiling against his mouth as I felt his excitement. We didn’t have any of the herbs with us, much to my disappointment. Navan had brought some onto the ship, at my request, but they were still tucked away in a corner of our quarters.

      “I wish we could—” I murmured against his neck, his mouth catching mine before I could finish my sentence. I gasped as his hands slipped beneath the surface of the water, his lips tracing the contours of my throat. He undid the band of my ponytail so his fingertips could run through the loose tendrils.

      “Me too,” he whispered. My eyes closed in ecstasy. “But right now, I think we need to get you out of these wet clothes.” He smiled, wrapping my legs around his waist, then carried me out of the hot spring and lay me down on the warm rocks. Slowly, his lips began to explore every inch of me, tingling my bare skin, sending shivers of pure pleasure up my spine, my whole body trembling beneath his touch.

      Maybe this was paradise, after all.
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      I awoke to the hazy sun glancing in through the gauze-curtained windows of our lodge, and a strange crackling coming from somewhere nearby. It sounded like a smothered radio, but there wasn’t any kind of music device in the lodge, as far as I knew. I rubbed my eyes, sitting up, and glanced around for the source of the noise. The lodge itself was sparse but pleasant, with a double bed, a bathroom, and a small kitchenette, the latter fully stocked with delicious local produce, but there was definitely no radio.

      “Is anyone listening to me? You can’t be sleeping that deeply!” a voice barked, though it was garbled, like it was coming from underwater. Shocked, I turned to look at the four tiny devices that lay on the wooden surface of the bedside cabinet, where we’d put them after scooping them from the small pool the previous day. One of our earpieces was still speaking, though the other three were dead. Hurriedly, I shoved the functioning one in my ear.

      “Pandora?” I asked.

      “Of course it’s me! Honestly, it’s like waking the dead,” she muttered impatiently. “Remember, none of you are on vacation; I do not expect you to sleep in like this again. Understood?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Understood. I think we have space-lag or something,” I reasoned.

      From the sound of her voice, it didn’t seem as though she’d overheard our conversation yesterday—if she had, there would have been no mercy. As it was, she just sounded irritated with us. I knew that didn’t mean anything for certain, but it gave me hope that we’d gotten away with our discussion in the hot springs.

      “While I have your attention, might I ask how it’s possible that I can’t get in touch with the others? Have your earpieces been damaged? You had better not have taken them out. I warned you not to,” she said coldly, accusation in her voice. Bashrik’s earpiece should’ve been working, but he must not have heard it this morning.

      “We went in the hot springs yesterday—do you think they might’ve gotten waterlogged?” I asked, playing coy. “We didn’t want to disobey you, so we kept them in. I guess I should’ve known electronics and water wouldn’t mix.”

      She sighed in annoyance. “Come to the Vanquish and pick up extras today. I will throw them out to you. Undoubtedly, the coldbloods in the group are starting to get hungry, too. I’ll throw some vials out for them, alongside your earpieces. Until then, make sure you stay together so I can hear what is happening,” she grumbled.

      “Thank you, Pandora,” I said quietly.

      “Do not go in the water again. If you do, take your earpieces out and leave them on the side, where it’s dry. Understood?” she pressed. I made a noise of agreement. “Good. Now, you need to get a move on with the Draconians. Orion has been in touch, and he demanded you obtain the blood within five days. He’ll rendezvous with us to collect it before returning to Earth,” she explained, her tone frosty.

      “Wait, we’re not going back to Vysanthe?” I asked, confused. Were we headed back to Earth, after all? My heart jumped with unexpected excitement, though it was short-lived.

      “Nice try, Riley. We will be continuing to Vysanthe, to continue our espionage duties, but Orion wishes to collect the blood and take it back to Earth as soon as possible. There’s no time to waste, when it comes to the elixir.”

      I grimaced. “Can’t we go back with him? That’s the plan eventually, anyway, isn’t it?” I said boldly, knowing I would kick myself if I didn’t ask.

      “That is the plan, but Orion is not finished with you. He requires your continued presence on Vysanthe, and until he states otherwise, that is where you will go,” she stated. I was beginning to doubt whether that was the plan at all. So far, there didn’t seem to be any sign of us returning home. Instead, days just kept being added to the ones we’d already endured.

      “Orion is going to send us home, isn’t he?” I pressed.

      “If you do as he says,” she replied. “I have other matters to attend to. Hurry up, get the blood, and get back here as soon as you can.” With that, she ended the transmission.

      I nudged Navan awake, telling him everything Pandora had just said. He looked at me sleepily, before pointing to the earpieces and mouthing, “They still work?”

      I nodded, mouthing back with awkward hand gestures. “One does. The others broke.”

      With a yawn, he scooped me to him and kissed me tenderly on the lips. I laughed, pushing against his chest, wriggling free of his grasp. “We have to get going,” I said reluctantly.

      Sighing, he flung back the covers, revealing his naked body. “Are you sure?”

      I grinned, taking in the beautiful sight of him. “We’ll never get anything done if we stay in bed,” I chided, throwing his t-shirt at him.

      We dressed quickly, though I left the rest of the earpieces on the bedside table, given that they were now defunct. On my way out, I snatched up a soft, sweet bun from the kitchen counter. The flaky texture melted in my mouth, the sour dried fruits inside tingling my taste buds. Navan, meanwhile, watched me eat, licking his lips. Pandora was right—the two coldbloods were probably starving by now. He could eat regular food, for show, but it gave the coldbloods no nutritional benefit whatsoever.

      A thought came to me. Moving over to the cabinets at the far side of the lodge, I riffled around in the drawers, hoping for a miracle. There, at the back of the drawer, was a sheaf of papyrus-like papers bound together with a shimmering sapphire ribbon, and what I hoped was a pen, though it didn’t look like any pen I’d ever seen. It was a cylinder of pure gold with a hole at one end and a button at the top.

      I placed the papyrus on the small table beside the window and clicked down the button on top of the pen. The device thrummed, the cylinder growing warm in my hand. As I moved it close to the papyrus, a narrow, glittering beam of gold shot out the end, singeing the paper just enough to make a mark. Smiling to myself, I wrote a few words.

      “What are you up to?” Navan asked, moving over to where I stood.

      I flashed the piece of papyrus at him, grinning like an idiot. “We have pen and paper!” I whispered excitedly. “This changes everything!”

      He frowned. “I wouldn’t have thought the Draconians still used that stuff. It’s all a bit old fashioned.”

      “That’s why it’s genius!” I reasoned. “It’s like having the Note again. This way, we can communicate without her knowing.” With a grimace, I dropped the pen. The metal was burning my palm.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I nodded, clicking down the button to turn the pen off. “It gets hot quick, but that just means we’ll have to write fast.”

      He looked down at the piece of papyrus, reading what I’d written, his face lighting up. My cheeks flushed. There, singed into the papyrus, were the words I love you, Navan.

      “I love you, too,” he whispered, pulling me into a tight embrace, his lips seeking out mine. “You taste like pastry.” He pulled a face, and I laughed. To anyone else, that would’ve been a good thing.

      “Come on, we better get a move on,” I murmured, taking his hand.

      We headed out of our lodge to collect the others. To my surprise, they were already sitting outside. Angie and Lauren were basking in the morning sun, while Bashrik sat in the shade.

      “Pandora wants us to go and pick up new earpieces at some point today. It seems your old ones got damaged by the hot spring water. She’s got vials of blood for you and Navan, too,” I announced, looking at Bashrik, while brandishing the pen and paper. Hurriedly, I wrote a message: Pandora is listening in. My earpiece isn’t broken. She wants to hear what we’re saying through Bashrik and me. The pen got hot in my hand, prompting me to roll it in the edge of my t-shirt as I clicked it off. “Did your message come through this morning, Bashrik?” I asked, as he got up wearily.

      He nodded. “I just didn’t feel like answering,” he said brazenly. “Besides, you seemed to have it all taken care of,” he added, evidently remembering that Pandora could hear every word.

      “Right, so we have ourselves a new five-day deadline, ending in a rendezvous with Orion,” I explained, letting them know the gist. “He wants to take the blood back to Earth as soon as possible, but we aren’t going with him. I know it’s not ideal, but Pandora promised me that we’ll go home eventually, as long as we continue to do as Orion says.”

      Angie and Lauren looked crestfallen. We had known we wouldn’t return to Earth until we’d been back to Vysanthe first, but to know that Orion was coming from Earth and wasn’t going to take us back with him—that was a kick in the teeth. If I was feeling that disappointment, I knew they would be, too.

      “We’re fine with it,” Angie muttered. “It’s what we expected.”

      “Come on, we better get started, now that we’ve got two urgent things on our to-do list,” I suggested with forced brightness.

      Lauren nodded sadly. “We should probably get those vials and earpieces first, then look over the ships and make a list of what we need to fix. The sooner we do that, the sooner we get the blood.”

      With that, the five of us headed toward the jungle path, though nobody said much as we walked. I listened to the morning song of the exotic birds, the music whistling through the leaves, but I appeared to be the only one taking in our surroundings. Angie and Lauren were walking ahead, Angie’s hands in her pockets, her head dipped low. She was clearly avoiding Bashrik after the previous evening’s incident, but he didn’t look too cheerful, either. In fact, to put it bluntly, he looked like crap. Dark circles underlined his eyes, his lips cracked, his eyes bloodshot. A few of his veins pulsed in the same way I’d seen coldbloods’ do before, when they were tired.

      With Navan beside me, I didn’t feel like pointing out Bashrik’s weariness, wanting to save him from some severe brotherly teasing. However, when Ginji appeared on the palm-lined path up to the temple and Navan attempted to make nice with spaceship talk, I seized my opportunity.

      “How did you sleep?” I asked quietly, casting Bashrik a sideways glance.

      “Not too well,” he admitted. “I think it’s the stress of the mission, getting to me. Plus, I’m pretty hungry,” he said, though his gaze flitted toward Angie. I had a feeling I knew exactly why Bashrik hadn’t slept very well, and it had nothing to do with the mission. No doubt he’d stayed up all night fretting over what he’d said to her, wondering how he could make it right.

      “What’s stopping the two of you from… you know… getting together?” I asked outright, feeling emboldened. “You both clearly like each other. Why not just take that next step, and see where it goes?”

      Bashrik’s cheeks reddened. “I don’t know what you mean. Angie and I are just… Well, we aren’t even friends. We’re acquaintances who’ve been thrown together,” he said defiantly, his gaze dropping to the ground.

      I smiled. “You can’t fool me, Bashrik. You like her, and she likes you. I heard you talking about her last night, remember? You just need to make the first move.”

      “Well, then you must have misunderstood what I was saying last night. I was just trying to say that I don’t understand you human females, that’s all. I wasn’t saying I was… attracted… to Angie,” he spluttered, fumbling with his words.

      “What about the kiss at Brisha’s garden party? You didn’t need to kiss her. You could have kissed Lauren, or anyone else, but you kissed Angie,” I reasoned. “You kissed her because you like her.”

      “That was a one-time thing, Riley,” he insisted tersely. “Now, will you please drop it? I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I’m too tired.” He seemed despondent as he spoke, and I knew him well enough to do as he asked. I didn’t want to push him.

      “You truly can make our ships faster?” I overheard Ginji asking excitedly as he paused on the lip of the valley. He seemed to have begrudgingly warmed up to the idea of talking directly to the coldbloods in our party, now that it seemed he couldn’t avoid it.

      “Yeah, we’ll see what we can do,” Navan promised. “We just have a detour to make first.”

      The five of us headed toward the entrance to the temple, with Ginji staying behind at the lip of the valley, evidently uncertain whether to follow or not.

      “I suppose we should check in face-to-face with Pandora while we’re there, make sure she’s actually on-board with what we’re offering. I don’t want her blowing up the Draconian ships while we’re trying to fix things the peaceful way,” I said as we walked. The others nodded.

      “Sounds like a good idea,” Navan agreed, though he seemed distracted. I knew he was hungry, and Bashrik really looked like he could do with something to eat. I hoped it might perk him up, given the exhausted, sickly state of him.

      Following the trail through the temple, passing the solemn worshippers, we headed for the main entrance—the one we had first come through. The journey seemed to take longer, with us taking a few false steps. Eventually, however, we found our way, pushing hard on one side of the gargantuan door to get it to open. It gave with surprising ease, revealing the familiar clearing beyond, the Vanquish still parked in the near distance. I shielded my eyes as we stepped out into the sunlight. It seemed fiercely bright after spending so long in the temple’s dim glow.

      We walked toward the ship, my eyes gazing up at the windows, in case Pandora was peering out at us. I doubted she’d risk coming so close to the edge of the ship, even with a wall of solid metal and glass between her and any potential plague. As we neared, I noticed a wooden crate on the ground, just in front of the ship’s bay door. Inside, there were five brand new earpieces and two metal boxes filled with vials of blood. The bottles rattled together as Navan and Bashrik picked them up and slipped them into their pockets, but not before they’d removed one apiece and downed the contents. The pallor of Navan’s skin instantly brightened. I noticed it still didn’t bring much color back to Bashrik’s cheeks, though it had seemed to refresh Navan almost immediately.

      “I suppose we better put these in our ears.” Angie sighed, taking one of the earpieces and fitting it inside her ear canal, grimacing as the barbs clung on.

      Bashrik and I removed the old ones and replaced them with the new. Navan and Lauren picked up the last two. Once they were securely fitted, we turned our attention toward the ship.

      “Pandora, do you read me?” I asked, looking back up at the Vanquish.

      Silence.

      “Pandora, are you there?” I tried again. A beep shrieked in my ear. “What does that mean?” I wondered, glancing at Navan.

      He shrugged. “A beep usually means you need to leave a message. Maybe she’s busy. I’m sure she’ll contact us when she wants to speak to us.”

      “Pandora, I don’t know if you can hear this. I just wanted to say we’ve retrieved the new earpieces and the vials that you left for us. Thanks for that. We’re headed to the shipyard to look over their ships in return for the Draconian blood, as agreed—please don’t blow anything up in the meantime,” I said as quickly as possible, eager to get back out on the road.

      “We’ll check in again. Over and out,” Angie said curtly. Her eyes were fixed on Bashrik, her brow furrowed with the same concern mirrored on my face. We were wasting time standing around here trying to get the attention of someone who clearly didn’t want to speak to us.

      “Is she not there?” Lauren asked anxiously.

      I shook my head. “Guess not.”

      It was weird for Pandora not to reply, but I didn’t get the sense that something was up. She likely had bigger and better things to do, like flirting over the radio with her rebel boyfriend, gloating over their mutual control of us.

      “Do you think she’s in trouble?” Lauren ventured, though she didn’t sound overly concerned.

      I shrugged. “I doubt it. She probably just doesn’t want to speak to us right now. All she cares about is the blood. I’m betting she’ll get back in touch when we have news about the sample,” I reassured her, knowing that was Pandora’s style. She would get in touch when she wanted to, not when we felt like it. I just hoped she didn’t change her mind about destroying the Draconians in the meantime.

      With vials to feed the hungry coldbloods and the new earpieces fitted in our ear canals, we set off for the shipyard, following the same route back through the temple. As we stepped out into the balmy air, I paused. It didn’t make sense for all of us to go down to the shipyard, not when we had another mission to complete, alongside the trade. My gaze turned back toward the temple. There was something I had to do, instead.

      “Hold up a second,” I said, removing my earpiece and handing it to Lauren, before taking out the pen and paper. Hopefully, Pandora wouldn’t notice my absence if I was gone for a short while. Quickly, I moved away from the group, beckoning for Navan to come up to me, though he was wearing a deep frown of confusion. As fast as I could, with the pen burning my fingers, I wrote: You guys go on ahead. I want to speak to Freya one-on-one. Hopefully, she’ll open up a bit more if it’s just me, without any coldbloods around. Plus, it’ll be nice to speak more freely, with nobody listening in.

      “Is that a good idea?” he replied, speaking softly.

      We have two missions to complete in five days. If we want to leave here without Pandora blowing up an entire race, we’re going to need to multitask, I explained, on paper. If I can get something out of Freya now, that could be useful to us later. Just run and get me if Pandora asks where I went, though she hopefully won’t notice for a while.

      He sighed, mouthing his reply. “Just… be safe, okay?”

      “I always am,” I whispered, planting a kiss on his cheek before taking off toward the temple, leaving the others to the ships in the valley.

      As I entered the temple again, a sad song drifted through the cavernous halls toward me. Even this early in the morning, the Lunists were at prayer, their faces solemn, their sorrow palpable. Now, I just had to find my way to the Celestial Room, where I hoped I’d find the high priestess.

      Following the path that led through the worshippers, I soon came across the unique, circular door with the crescent-shaped handles. Taking a deep breath, I knocked lightly, waiting for an answer. A few moments later, Freya came to the door, her face showing no sign of surprise or curiosity.

      “Riley,” she said simply, though I couldn’t tell whether it was a question or a statement.

      “Good morning, High Priestess. I hope you don’t mind me calling on you, but I was wondering if we could discuss a few things, in private?” I asked hopefully.

      “Come in,” she replied with a slight nod.

      The Celestial Room looked just as beautiful as it had the last time, like being inside a crystal ball filled with starlight. A tea set had been laid out on a low table, with a cup half-full and steaming. I had clearly interrupted Freya’s morning ritual, but this couldn’t wait.

      “Tea?” she asked, sitting down on a cushion in front of the low table. I did the same, sitting opposite.

      “Yes, thank you,” I said, as she daintily poured another cup. Lifting it to my lips, I instantly regretted agreeing to a cupful. The brew had a sour, pond-like smell, with curious bits floating in the greenish water. Still, I took a sip, knowing it would be rude not to. It tasted even worse than it looked, though I had a feeling it was probably good for me.

      Freya smiled. “Shall we converse?”

      I nodded eagerly, putting the cup down. “I came to tell you that we—my friends and I—would like to try and reverse the effects of the corrupted opaleine. To do that, I need to know as much as possible about the coldblood plague, and how, exactly, that led to the opaleine’s corruption,” I rambled.

      “Altruism is a rarity,” Freya replied, taking a sip from her own cup of tea. I was starting to get better at reading the meaning in Freya’s words, and I could sense she doubted the honesty in my intentions. She was scrutinizing me for an ulterior motive. I couldn’t blame her, given their past relationship with the Vysantheans. With that kind of history, it was a miracle she was listening to anything I had to say.

      I mean, she was right to doubt me. I did have an ulterior motive. I wanted to divert the Draconians’ attention from Earth, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “My desire to help reverse the corruption is an honest one,” I explained, telling a half-truth instead. “The thing is, I know what it feels like to be an oppressed species at the mercy of a stronger one. You’re powerful beings, but your beliefs make you vulnerable, and I don’t want your race to suffer for the crimes of others.”

      “Not a coldblood sentiment,” she remarked.

      I smiled. “No, it’s not. But then, I’m not a coldblood. And my coldblood friends weren’t lying when they said they were different. They hate the Vysanthean ways more than you do, but they’re stuck in a cycle. If they try to break away, their families will face the consequences. They think like I do—they don’t want to see your people suffer because of something other coldbloods did,” I insisted. “They don’t take any pride in what their planet has done, but they want to make amends for it where they can.”

      This seemed to surprise Freya, though the surprise manifested itself in just the tiniest twitch of an eyebrow. “Forgiveness purifies the soul,” she said softly. I couldn’t imagine it was easy to forgive the Vysantheans for any of what they had done.

      “I heard somewhere that the Pyros were responsible for the plague,” I pressed on, knowing I had her attention. “Could you tell me what the difference is between the Pyros and the Lunists? I didn’t know there was more than one Draconian sect. Why did you split into two sects in the first place?”

      She sighed. “We value peace over power.”

      “And they value power over peace?”

      “Indeed so,” she replied.

      “So did they cause the plague that infected the coldblood mining missions?”

      Her amber eyes stared intently at me. “It was not our way.”

      “No, but did the Pyros cause the plague? Did they create it, somehow, like some sort of biological warfare?” I prompted.

      “It was wrong,” she said. It was like Ginji had said: they weren’t keen on telling outsiders anything about it.

      “Fine, let’s ignore the cause for a second. How might we go about reversing the effects of the corruption?” I asked.

      “Redemption walks a single path,” she said cryptically, leaving me to figure out what she meant. It was like having a meeting with a sphinx, Freya forever talking in riddles.

      “There’s only one way to gain forgiveness—is that what you’re saying?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “And what way is that?” I urged, trying not to lose my patience.

      “To free the enemy,” she replied solemnly.

      I frowned. “Free the enemy? What does that mean?”

      “The Pyros will not.”

      “The Pyros won’t… What do you mean? What won’t they do? Who needs to be freed?” I encouraged, trying to rein in my exasperation. I wanted a full answer, not tiny bits of a whole piece.

      Before she could elaborate, the door to the Celestial Room burst open. Freya’s amber eyes shot up in alarm as Navan barged into the room, holding a limp Bashrik in his arms. Angie and Lauren rushed in after, Angie looking particularly distressed.

      “What happened?” I asked, jumping to my feet.

      “He just passed out!” Angie explained frantically, touching Bashrik’s shoulder.

      Navan’s eyes narrowed as they sought out Freya. “Did you do this?” he demanded, his voice tight with emotion. “Did you set the plague on us after you told us to trust you?”

      Freya’s face remained a mask of infuriating calm. “It is unknown.”

      “Did you tell us to take off our suits and then unleash a virus on us?” Navan repeated. I could see he was losing his already-frayed temper.

      “Trust must be honored,” she said, offering no kind of satisfactory reply.

      “DID YOU DO THIS?” Navan roared, laying Bashrik on the ground, then standing to his full height.

      “Revenge is impure,” she murmured. Desperately, I tried to figure out the meaning in what she was saying. There had to be some explanation in her words, but I was running out of time.

      Before I could stop him, Navan lunged forward. I tried to pull him back, but he knocked me aside. Nothing could get between him and the high priestess. With a look of pure rage rippling across his face, his hand shot out, his fingers tightening around Freya’s throat.
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      Navan!” I shouted, recovering my balance. He had morphed into the almost-demonic state I’d only witnessed once before in its full force. Black wings shot out from behind his shoulders, casting a shadow on the room, as his gray skin darkened. His eyes narrowed, glinting almost black, and the fingers clasped around Freya’s throat grew sharp claws which dug deep into Freya’s flesh.

      Frantically, I pulled on his arm, trying to make him let go of Freya, but he wouldn’t loosen his grip. “Navan, stop! Violence won’t solve anything!” I was starting to sound like a Draconian, but I had to get him to release her. Her green skin was fading to a troubling off-white shade, her eyes shot through with thready veins.

      Angie sank to the ground, lifting Bashrik’s head onto her lap. Lauren’s gaze flitted between Freya and Navan, her body tensed.

      “You gave Bashrik the plague!” Navan yelled at Freya, baring his fanged teeth at her. “You’re trying to kill us all!”

      “Not Lunists,” Freya croaked, struggling to speak with Navan’s fingers crushing her throat.

      My heart pounded wildly, before realization dawned. Learning how to decipher Freya’s words had paid off. “The Lunists aren’t responsible for this!” I said, covering Navan’s hand with mine, trying to physically pry his fingers away.

      He glanced at me as if seeing me for the first time. I knew that could happen when his temper took over, his logical mind giving way to something more primordial. In his beast mode, it was almost as though the Navan I knew didn’t exist. I only had to remember the incident in the cave, while we were retrieving the poroporo fruit, to know how bad his temper could get.

      “The Lunists didn’t do this, Navan! Let go of her!” I urged. His fingers slackened beneath mine.

      “What do you mean?” he growled.

      “The Pyros were responsible for the plague. The Lunists have never had anything to do with it, and I doubt they’ve suddenly changed their minds!” I explained sternly, taking his hand in mine and pulling it away from Freya. The high priestess sank to the floor, gasping in a great lungful of breath, her hands clamping over her throat. She looked up at me with grateful eyes, though I could see a flicker of something close to anger lurking beneath the surface. Cautiously, Lauren skirted past Navan and rested her hand on Freya’s shoulder, kneeling to her level.

      Navan glowered at the Draconian on the floor, his shoulders heaving in unspent rage. “How do you know that? How can you believe a word they say?”

      I sighed, knowing how hard it was to get him to absorb information when he was in a state. “I believe them because I trust them,” I began tentatively.

      He snorted. “You can’t trust them! Look what they did! This was their plan all along, to get revenge for all the terrible things my species did to them,” he insisted, his eyes narrowing. My hand on his arm was the only thing keeping him from lunging forward again.

      “No, it wasn’t,” I replied calmly, stepping between him and Freya. I could tell he wasn’t thinking clearly. “The Draconians are separated into two different sects, remember? The Lunists and the Pyros. The Lunists had nothing to do with the plague’s creation; it’s why they’re so upset they have to leave their planet. They didn’t cause the corruption. They didn’t involve themselves in the plague’s creation—the very thing that made all of this happen,” I went on, sensing I had all of his attention.

      “Lunists, Pyros, they’re all Draconian,” he muttered.

      “What, just like you coldbloods are all the same?” I said pointedly. That made him pause for a moment, his expression shifting. “The Lunists are devout pacifists, with few exceptions. To the bitter end, they would never have lifted a finger against your people. You can hear it in Ginji’s voice when he talks about it. It’s frustrating to him because they’re so committed to their pacifism,” I continued, keeping my hand on his arm.

      Lauren nodded up at us. “They wouldn’t have used a potential loophole, even if one had presented itself,” she said firmly.

      “What, and these Pyros would?” Navan asked coldly.

      I shrugged, piecing everything together as quickly as I could. “I have to assume that’s the case. Perhaps they got sick of doing nothing and started their own sect, a faction that didn’t abide by the same strict moral code,” I replied, glancing down at Freya.

      She nodded. “You see clearly,” she croaked.

      “I’m starting to wonder if the Lunists even knew about the plague. If these Pyros created it and unleashed it, chances are they did it in secret,” I suggested.

      Again, Freya nodded. “The wheels were in motion,” she said.

      “You found out too late?” I pressed, deciphering her stilted speech for the benefit of the others. Lauren still had her hand on the high priestess’s shoulder, while Angie remained on the floor, cradling Bashrik to her, her focus never leaving his limp form as tears threatened to fall.

      “We were too late,” Freya agreed, speaking plainly for once.

      “The Pyros probably didn’t want to go too far against their religion—their beliefs still stood, but they were tired of being taken advantage of, especially when the very thing the Vysantheans were mining was the one thing they needed to take on their full forms,” I said, rambling slightly. “Which is why they chose to fight back using biological warfare, instead of something more… traditional. If they’d stolen ships or resources to make weapons, I’m guessing that wouldn’t have gone unnoticed, right?”

      Freya sighed. “It would not.”

      “So that’s why they unleashed a plague. It’s discreet. It’s hard to trace. And, once it was out there, there would’ve been nothing the Lunists could do to stop it from reaching the Vysantheans,” I reasoned.

      “But the plague ended,” Freya said softly, her eyes drifting toward Bashrik.

      “Apparently not,” I said. “Do you think the Pyros could be behind this? Do you think they might know we’re here, and something’s up?” For a moment, Freya said nothing, her face expressionless as she mulled over my words.

      Navan’s nostrils flared. “You better start talking!” he snapped, stepping toward the high priestess, despite my hand on his arm.

      Freya was about to answer when a figure emerged from the back of the Celestial Room and tore across the floor toward Navan, flying at him like a scaly ninja. I saw the flash of claws as they raked at Navan’s skin, but I was too slow to stand in the way. Surprised, Navan attempted to guard himself from the onslaught of his attacker’s rage.

      “How dare you threaten the high priestess!” Ginji howled, his scales spiked up in defense, his teeth bared as if he were about to bite Navan. Evidently, he hadn’t seen the previous attack. If he had, I dreaded to think what he would’ve done.

      Freya sprang forward, grasping Ginji by the waist and pulling him away from Navan, forcing Lauren back to her feet in surprise. Holding Ginji tightly, Freya whispered soothing words to the angry young Draconian, stroking down the scales on his head until they lay flat again while his rapid breathing returned to normal. All the while, he glared at Navan, the hatred seething across his face.

      I realized how difficult the Lunaris faith must be for a boy like Ginji, torn between pacifism and natural impulse. Heck, it would be difficult for anyone to always be as serene as Freya. Even with a hand choking the life out of her, she’d remained calm, keeping to her convictions despite the very real possibility of death.

      Ginji, however, seemed to struggle with the restraints of the rulebook. Thin trickles of blood meandered down Navan’s face and neck where Ginji had clawed at him. The wounds were only superficial and would heal quickly with Navan’s Vysanthean platelets, but they were the sign of a very troubled, very torn young Draconian.

      “Give us the antidote to the plague,” Angie demanded suddenly, lifting her gaze to Freya’s. Tears fell down her flushed cheeks, her voice ice cold.

      “It is not with me,” Freya replied evenly, her arms still wrapped around the emotional Ginji, who was snuffling against her sapphire robes.

      Angie’s eyes flashed angrily. “Then tell us where it is. We’re not leaving this room until you give us some actual information—none of these pathetic little tidbits. I want a real answer from you!” she snapped through gritted teeth. “You might think it’s trendy to speak in riddles, but I’ll tell you the truth: it’s the most irritating thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life!”

      “It is not with me,” Freya repeated, her voice showing no sign of emotion.

      “You don’t have the antidote?” Lauren said, the two of us exchanging a worried glance.

      Freya shook her head. “I am powerless.”

      “Wait, you don’t have the power to reverse this?” I tried uncertainly.

      With a sad smile, she shook her head again. “It is beyond me.”

      “Then, who has the antidote? Who has the power to reverse this?” I pressed, knowing we were getting somewhere.

      “Another,” she replied, bordering on the obtuse.

      “Yes, we understand that someone else has it, but who has it?” Lauren countered, her voice surprisingly calm.

      “Is it one of the Pyros?” I added. It had to be, if they were the ones who’d made the damn thing.

      Freya nodded. “It is.”

      “Do they have a name?” Angie muttered, her words dripping sarcasm. In her arms, Bashrik stirred, distracting her attention back down. Her hands tenderly stroked his hair.

      “Cambien,” Freya said simply.

      Cambien. That name was the reason Freya had run off in such a hurry the previous day, looking more flustered than I’d seen her since we got here. Nothing seemed to faze Freya, but that name had affected her in a way that only bad news could. Whoever this Cambien was, I was pretty sure they were going to be trouble.

      “Cambien can reverse this?” Navan asked tersely, his wings retreating, his fangs and claws receding. He knelt to pick up his brother again. Angie seemed reluctant to let him, but she moved away as he heaved Bashrik into his arms, holding him as though he weighed nothing.

      “The antidote to all,” Freya explained, flashing me a meaningful look.

      A lightbulb went on in my head. “Wait a minute. He can reverse what happened to Bashrik, and he can reverse the corruption of the opaleine—is that what you’re saying?”

      “The power is his,” she said, almost regretfully.

      “Not that it will do you any good,” Ginji muttered, wiping his nose on Freya’s robe.

      “What do you mean?” Lauren asked, smiling at him.

      “Cambien is the most selfish creature you will ever meet,” he explained sullenly. “He will not do anything he does not want to do. He cannot be convinced. You could offer him the world and he would pass on it,” he continued, keeping his gaze on Lauren. It seemed the little Draconian had taken a liking to my wise friend, finding security in her presence.

      “Where can we find Cambien?” Navan asked, locking eyes with the furious-faced Ginji.

      “Tell us where we can find him, Ginji. We need to do this for our friend, and for you and your people,” Lauren interjected, distracting Ginji’s attention away from Navan’s frosty glare.

      He looked shy for a moment, before glancing up at Freya. “May I?”

      Freya inclined her head, releasing her hold on the silver-scaled boy. “Tread carefully,” she warned, though I wasn’t sure whether she was speaking to us, or to Ginji.

      With her arms no longer holding him back, Ginji hurried across the room and disappeared behind a wooden screen decorated with intricate cosmic designs embossed in silver. A moment later, Ginji reappeared, holding a small golden pendant in his hand, the disc attached to a chain.

      Reluctantly, he handed Navan the pendant, pressing down on the center, the way he’d done with the celestial map that had shown Earth. The memory of that universal map made me realize how we were solving everyone else’s planetary problems, while life on Earth continued without us. Whenever I heard the name of my home planet, it felt like a jolt to my system, like hearing the name of an ex, or a lost loved one. I wondered if that was exactly what Earth would become to us—a distant, lost loved one, never to be seen again.

      If I stopped to think about Jean and Roger, and everyone we’d left behind, I’d crumble to pieces. The only thing holding me together was keeping busy and keeping the hope alive that I would go home one day. And, right now, there was a job to do.

      “You need to travel to this village, near the crater of Mount Kusuburi,” Ginji explained, eyeing Navan with a frown. “You will have to go there without a guide,” he said coolly.

      “How come?” Lauren asked kindly.

      “The Lunists want nothing to do with Cambien. He is the cause of our suffering,” Ginji replied, though I detected the hint of a strange emotion in his voice. It was hard to place, but it sounded like doubt. Perhaps he really was torn between two sides.

      “Are you sure you won’t come with us?” I asked, trying to gauge his reaction. He looked up at me with wide eyes before turning over his shoulder to glance at Freya. A silent discussion passed between them, but I could see Freya was winning.

      “Lunists avoid the mountain,” she said, putting an end to the conversation.

      Ginji turned back around, looking slightly disappointed. “Nobody can come with you,” he said, though I would’ve put money on Ginji wanting to. It had to be intriguing, knowing there was a whole different sect on the other side of the valley, who weren’t as strict and who fought back when threatened. True, their moral compass might be a bit wonky, but to a kid it probably sounded preferable to stuffy temples and endless silence.

      “You may go,” Freya encouraged, moving to pull Ginji back toward her.

      “We’re sorry about before,” I said, nudging Navan.

      He sighed. “I truly am sorry for what I did, High Priestess. My anger got the better of me,” he apologized solemnly.

      “Anger is a disease,” Freya remarked.

      “It is, High Priestess. I’m learning to control it,” Navan promised.

      She smiled. “Refreshment will be brought,” she said, before turning and disappearing toward the back of the Celestial Room, taking Ginji with her.

      Awkwardly, we lingered in the room a while longer. After about ten minutes, she returned, with Ginji by her side, carrying five satchels between them. They handed out the bags, leaving us to look at what was inside. There were bottles of water and food for us to eat on the journey. Navan and Bashrik had pocketed the vials from the crate, and I set about transferring them to the bags, as Navan held tight to his brother.

      “Thank you, that’s very kind,” I said, and the others murmured in agreement.

      “Sustenance should be shared,” she replied, bowing low. With that, she melted into the shadows she’d just appeared from, with Ginji hurrying after, casting one last salty look at Navan.

      With nothing more to say or see, we exited and paused in front of the Celestial Room’s beautiful doors. Angie clung to Bashrik’s hand where it dangled from Navan’s grip. The journey to Mount Kusuburi was going to be an interesting one, since we were going to have to carry Bashrik with us, but I didn’t doubt Navan’s strength.

      If anyone could get Bashrik to the top of that volcano, it was Navan. He had hope pushing him onward.
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      After heading back through the temple and coming out of the back exit, we started following the map that Ginji had given Navan. It took us across the valley, skirting past the endless ships that sat on the dried-up riverbed. A few Draconians looked our way, but nobody seemed bothered by our presence. I guessed they knew what to make of us by now, since Navan and the others had spent a bit of time in the shipyard.

      “Did you offer much help?” I asked as we walked along.

      Navan nodded. “We asked for a list of systems the ships had, and promised we’d have some improvements for them in a day or so. Hopefully, we’ll have this opaleine thing figured out by then,” he said, glancing down at Bashrik’s unconscious body.

      “Do you need to put him down for a while?” I asked, knowing he had to be heavy, even with Navan’s superior strength.

      He shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      As we walked along, I realized that Pandora still hadn’t contacted us, even though she had to have been listening in. I might not have had my earpiece on me when I first started speaking with Freya, but she’d have heard everything else, after the others burst into the Celestial Room. Perhaps she simply didn’t care.

      Remembering the earpiece, I retrieved it from Lauren and put it back in my ear. Still, Pandora remained silent, saying nothing about my brief radio silence. A wave of relief washed over me. Knowing Pandora, if she had a problem with something I’d done, she’d make sure I knew about it. As it was, she kept quiet. It looked like I was off the hook.

      Soon enough, the ships were a blip behind us, their metal frames gleaming in the sunlight. It was unbearably warm in the humid heat of the Zaian climate, but the valley seemed to be cooler than the jungles on either side. Regardless, my clothes were sticking unpleasantly, and I could see the others were suffering, too. Even with the water we’d been given, it was impossible to slake our thirst. The more we drank, the more we sweated, the beads pouring down me in salty streams.

      “I’ve always hated saunas, and now we’re on a planet that is all sauna!” Angie muttered, fanning herself with the folded-up frond of a palm-like tree. It didn’t seem to be doing much good.

      “It is pretty hot,” Lauren agreed, wiping the lenses of her glasses, which had steamed up for the millionth time.

      We were following a dirt track across the valley floor, and the route was getting more and more overgrown the farther we moved along it. The Lunists were right—nobody came this way, likely because nobody sought out this Cambien character. I wondered what he’d be like, though I was struggling to picture him in my head. All I could see were scales and a twisted, masculine face, my overheated mind refusing to cooperate. From the fear on Freya’s face at the mere mention of his name, I assumed he was going to be something of a monster.

      Overhead, strange lizard-like creatures flew across the gap between the valley sides, their leathery wings patterned in bright, geometric designs. They looked like the patterns painted on the temple ceiling. Maybe that was just their way of painting, inspired by the nature around them. That definitely seemed like a Lunist thing to do.

      “Give me a parrot any day,” Angie complained. “The only thing I hate more than saunas are lizards. And these little bastards have got wings!”

      As if sensing her discomfort, one of the winged lizards divebombed Angie, gunning for her satchel. With a shriek, Angie raised her hands, covering her head. The creature wheeled around to try again. She flailed as it swooped low, catching the scaly side of the lizard, sending it flying off with its tail between its legs.

      “I touched it!” Angie shuddered.

      “Poor thing was just after some food,” Lauren said, grinning.

      Angie scowled. “I don’t care! It could’ve gotten in my hair and bitten me!”

      “They’re lizards, Ange, not bats.” I chuckled.

      “Alien lizards… ALIEN lizards! Who knows what these suckers can do!” Angie countered, grimacing as she pulled her curls up into a bun.

      Eventually, unhindered by any more lizard bombers, we trekked up the left-hand side of the valley, the incline relatively easy on our tired legs. The terrain was flat enough, once we got to the other side. Here, the grass grew long and lush, with patches of exotic wildflowers springing up along the way as a reminder that we were in the tropics. To our left, deep jungle stretched away, though there wasn’t a visible path through it the way there was on the inhabited Lunist side. I could hear the rustle of the leaves and the call of unusual creatures, but I couldn’t see anything in the dark shadows that flanked us. Anyone, or anything, could be watching us as we walked along—stalking us, unseen.

      Ignoring the sense of dread as best as possible, we followed another dirt path along the lip of the valley, until it came to a sudden halt at the bottom of a mountain range. The rocky mountains seemed to come out of nowhere, springing up out of the jungle itself, their jagged peaks appearing to touch the cloudless sky above. There were five mountains in total, as far as I could tell, varying in size, though only one of them was smoking. This, I guessed, was Mount Kusuburi, the volcano.

      “Wait, we’re climbing this?” Angie gasped, staring dumbfounded at the steep incline. A winding path led up through the rocky terrain, but it didn’t look particularly inviting in this kind of sweltering heat.

      “It’s the only way up to the Pyros village,” Navan said reluctantly, glancing down at Bashrik in his arms. “But we can take a quick break here,” he added. I could tell, from the pulse of his veins, that he was beginning to flag, though he would never admit it. No, he would endure the weight and the strain until Bashrik was safely at the top of the volcano. Which kind of sounded like an oxymoron.

      Carefully, he lay his brother down against a boulder and sat down next to him. He took a swig from another vial of blood and wiped his brow before taking the edge of Bashrik’s t-shirt and dabbing his brother’s brow with it. The sight of their close bond made me smile, my heart lurching. Hopefully, we could reverse this sickness. I didn’t know what Navan would do without his brother, and I didn’t want to know.

      “Can’t you just fly Bashrik to the top of the mountain to meet with this Cambien guy?” Angie asked, wheezing as she plonked herself down on a boulder.

      “There’s no way you’re going up there alone,” I interjected before Navan could respond. “If Cambien sets eyes on two coldbloods, he’ll kill you on sight. These guys aren’t like the Lunists, remember? There would be nothing stopping them from lashing out at Navan and Bashrik. If we’re with them, Cambien might be more likely to hear us out.”

      Angie groaned. “Fine, but I never thought it would be a hike that killed me,” she sighed. “After traveling the universe and meeting alien races, I really didn’t expect it to be something as pathetic as a walk in million-degree heat that finished me off,” she continued dramatically, taking a deep gulp of her water.

      I laughed. “It’s going to be a long-ass climb but think of Bashrik’s face when he wakes up and sees you,” I said, flashing Lauren a knowing look.

      “What, drenched in sweat, with cheeks like beets?” Angie retorted, raising an eyebrow. “He’ll wish he’d stayed unconscious,” she complained, much to our amusement.

      A low moan drifted toward us from the spot where Bashrik sat, leaned up against the side of a boulder. Slowly, his eyes blinked awake, a confused expression falling across his face as he took in his surroundings. Angie rushed over to him and knelt on the ground, Lauren and me following after, perching on the nearby rocks.

      “Bash, can you hear me?” Navan asked, taking the stopper out of a vial and bringing the edge to his brother’s dry, cracked lips.

      Bashrik nodded, taking small sips of the blood. “What happened?” he rasped.

      “One minute we were walking through one of the Draconian biremes, talking to their engineers, the next you were on the floor, out cold,” Navan explained. “You’d said you were tired, but I didn’t know you were sick. I’m sorry, Bash,” he murmured, holding the bottle up again so Bashrik could drink some more.

      Bashrik smiled weakly. “Not your fault, Brother. I didn’t sleep too well, and there wasn’t anything to eat. It just caught up with me.”

      “Biremes?” I asked.

      Navan nodded. “It’s what they call their vessels.”

      “So I just keeled over? Well, that’s embarrassing,” Bashrik muttered, rubbing his eyes.

      Navan frowned. “Bash, do you understand what’s going on?” he asked gently.

      “Why do you all look so worried?” he retorted, laughing it off. “I feel fine. My legs are a bit stiff, but I’m okay.”

      “No, Bash, you’re not,” Navan replied, visibly steeling himself. “Somehow, you’ve been infected with the coldblood plague. You collapsed because it’s sapping the strength out of you. I’m sorry I didn’t realize sooner,” he said earnestly, though there was nothing else he could have done, even if he had picked up on it earlier.

      Lauren nodded. “From what I’ve read of the Zaian plague, you’re suffering from the same symptoms that the mining teams suffered through when they were infected. I don’t think it’s a little fatigue, Bashrik. It’s almost certainly the coldblood virus,” she said, her tone sorrowful.

      His gaze flitted to Angie, who knelt in front of him, a sad smile on her face. Tears glittered in her eyes, her lip trembling as she looked at him. Immediately, his expression morphed into a mask of concern.

      “Who did this to me?” he asked sharply.

      “The Pyros, the other sect of Draconians. We’re headed in their direction now,” I replied. “The only one who can reverse the sickness lives at the top of Mount Kusuburi, and we’re going to force him to fix you, if it’s the last thing we do,” I promised.

      He jerked away from Navan. “You need to get away from me. If I’m infected, I might infect you, too!”

      Navan took Bashrik’s hand in his, gripping it despite his brother’s protestations. “I don’t care, Bash. We’re on our way to find a cure. If I get it, then this Pyro will just have to heal me, too,” he insisted. “The only way to get up that mountain is if I carry you. I’m not leaving you down here to get eaten by whatever is lurking in that jungle,” he added with a halfhearted chuckle.

      “Yeah, so if you could try not to do anything stupid—like, die—before we get to the top, that’d be great,” Angie murmured, the tears falling down her face.

      Bashrik smiled, placing his hand on Angie’s shoulder. It was a small gesture, but her head shot up in shock. Sobs wracked her chest as she lifted her hand to cover his, squeezing his fingers. To my surprise, he didn’t move his hand away. Instead, he waited for her, letting her decide when to break the contact. I honestly hoped it wasn’t delirium setting in. If he didn’t remember any of this, or acted like it didn’t happen, I was going to kill him myself. Angie deserved better than that, especially in her overwrought state.

      She slowly took her hand away. “Just hang on, okay?” she whispered.

      “I’ve got a pretty good grip,” Bashrik replied, his eyes fixed on her face, a smile pulling at his lips.

      “At least you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” Angie chided, but I could see she was pleased. Maybe things were finally looking up for the two of them. I just prayed it wasn’t too late.

      After eating some of the bread Freya had packed, the dough soft and sweet, while the coldbloods drank another vial each, we got up and started the long trek up the mountainside. Bashrik insisted on walking alongside Navan, with his arm draped across his brother’s shoulder, but it didn’t seem to be slowing us down too much.

      The road was steep, and my breath was coming in short, sharp gasps. Even with all the training I’d been doing on Vysanthe, I felt incredibly unfit. Although, back on Vysanthe, I hadn’t been training in sweltering heat, whereas here the air almost seemed liquid.

      The sun beat down on us from directly overhead, the rocky walls to either side of the path offering little in the way of protection. It singed my skin, even with the cream I’d slathered on that I’d found in the satchel. All of us were struggling, the veins beneath Bashrik and Navan’s skin pulsing darkly. It concerned me, but I knew we couldn’t stop.

      Instead, I tried to distract myself with the creatures that watched from the rocky ledges and hidden crevices along the way. There were strange, guinea-pig-like beasts with leathery skin, covered in the same geometric patterns as the flying lizards. Much to my amusement, these creatures hopped easily from rock to rock, their paws somehow suckered to cling to sheer rockfaces.

      And then, on the road itself, Angie almost kicked a poor, unsuspecting critter all the way down the mountain path. It was balled up, looking like a boulder that had fallen off the wall, but as soon as Angie’s foot connected with it, by accident, it sprang to life, letting out an almighty shriek that startled everyone.

      “What the hell is it?” Angie yelped, darting backward.

      “It looks like a pangolin,” I said, remembering the funny, scaled creatures from a science lesson we’d had on defense mechanisms in animals.

      Angie hid behind me as the creature sniffed the air. “A pango-what?” she hissed.

      “Remind me to show you a picture when we get back to Earth,” I replied, the word sticking in my throat. “Come on, let’s leave the poor thing alone. It’s probably terrified of us.”

      With Angie still hiding behind me, we skirted past the creature, giving it a wide berth. It watched us for a while before tucking back up into a ball, camouflaging itself among the scenery. After that, we didn’t see any other creatures, the air growing strangely more still as we climbed higher. Eventually, the rock walls disappeared altogether, leaving us with a treacherous, sheer edge, and the most stunning view I’d ever seen. It was even better than the one from the hot spring. I could see for miles around, picking out settlements in the jungle canopy, and the wisps of distant smoke revealing villages and volcanoes alike, all across the landscape. And, on the horizon, I could pick out the telltale glitter of an ocean. Well, now I knew why Cambien had picked this place: it was the perfect crow’s nest from which to see everything.

      I wondered how far the Draconian civilization stretched across the planet’s surface. With so much ocean and jungle, Zai seemed sparsely populated, clustering where there were natural clearings in the rainforest. The Draconians didn’t seem like the kind of race who would indulge in mass-deforestation for the sake of building settlements. Maybe that was the reason they were so confident about their ability to get everyone off Zai in a relatively small number of biremes.

      Soon after, a cool breeze drifted down, refreshing our tired, sweat-drenched faces. If it hadn’t been for the perilous mountain trail, it would have been blissful. As we walked, stones skittered away across the crumbling edge, tumbling down the mountainside. It wasn’t really the kind of path where you could walk side by side, but there was no other option for Navan and Bashrik.

      As I watched them up ahead, my heart was in my mouth. One false move, one collapsing chunk of rock, and it would be game over for both of them. It was only as I thought of them falling to their deaths that I remembered their wings. If they fell over the edge, they’d probably be fine. Although I couldn’t say the same for Angie, Lauren, and me.

      Turning a sharp corner on the mountain trail, we skidded to an abrupt halt. There, in front of us, nestled inside the still-smoking crater of the volcano, was a village. Evidently, the volcano was a dormant one, though it still billowed out streams of vapor, which rose in sporadic jets through the plateau of black stone that served as the village’s foundation. Built on top of that stone were several clusters of houses, with a clear street layout and a larger building at the very center. Only, the houses seemed to be disintegrating, the roofs caving in, the walls crumbling, everything covered in a thick layer of ash that lay like gray snow on the ground.

      Moreover, there was not a Draconian in sight.

      That wasn’t the strangest thing, however. Frozen in the streets were statues made of pure opaleine. All of them were fixed in different positions, some with their eyes open, some with their hands outstretched, some halted in midmotion, their legs bent as if they’d been trying to run. Tentatively, we moved toward them, edging down the stone steps that led to the village itself.

      “They’re coldbloods,” Navan gasped, reaching out to touch the back of one, on which the wings were half-unfurled.

      “It’s like the ruins of Pompeii,” Lauren murmured in disbelief. They were coldbloods, frozen in time, hidden away up here.

      “They must be from the last mining mission to Zai. I remember that none of them came back,” he said sadly. “Before then, we’d managed to get our sick into a nearby quarantine, but there was one group who were never heard from again. A big team, too, sent to set up a mining colony and scope out other potential sites.”

      By the looks of it, many of them had tried to flee—but how could you flee from something that was inside you?

      The earth shuddered, the vibrations juddering up my spine, making my teeth chatter.

      “The volcano?” I called out.

      Angie clutched Bashrik’s arm, holding him upright. “We can’t outrun an eruption!”

      “We can fly off the edge—” Navan began.

      A shadow stretched out ahead of me, enveloping all five of us in darkness. This was no natural disaster. Whirling around, I found myself face-to-face with a full-fledged dragon, its wings outspread, its teeth glinting.
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      The dragon seemed to smile through its savage teeth, tucking its leathery wings behind its vast body. All across its enormous form, deep scarlet scales rippled, creating a strange susurration similar to sand falling through an hourglass. With vivid amber eyes, it glanced at each one of us, no doubt scrutinizing the puny beings that stood before it.

      “I am Cambien,” he announced, his booming voice shaking the ground again. The sound came from deep within the dragon’s chest, resonating outward, making the hairs prickle on the back of my neck. “I take it from your brazen invasion of our sacred realm that you seek to become like your… statuesque brethren? Are you here to steal more of our precious resources?” he demanded accusatorily, his nostrils flaring. From what I’d heard of Draconians, I knew they were capable of breathing fire—was that what he was getting ready to do? Did he want to turn us into cinders?

      “No, we’re not here to take anything from you!” I blurted out, feeling nervous. Cambien was huge in his true dragon form, and he could deal some real damage if he wanted to.

      He snorted. “Why should I believe a word you say? You come here with coldbloods—you cannot expect me to trust you,” he said, his voice harboring a cold amusement.

      “We’re here with honest intentions, Cambien. We’ve just come for help, nothing more,” I explained, the words tumbling out of my mouth.

      “We shall see,” he mused.

      “Did the plague do this to the coldbloods?” I asked. “Did you kill them by turning them into opaleine statues?” I thought of Bashrik’s future fate. I didn’t want this for him.

      A throaty laugh erupted from Cambien’s mouth. “While there is a certain poetic justice in that, which infinitely delights my soul, we are not monsters—unlike the ones who invaded.” He chuckled, his scales rippling with what seemed like pleasure. All down his long, reptilian neck, blades bristled, moving in the opposite direction of the swish of his winding tail.

      His forked tongue licked the scaled contours of his mouth, where lips should’ve been, and I dropped my gaze.

      “Pyro got your tongue?” he asked.

      “They look dead to me,” I said quietly, forcing myself to look at him.

      A blast of hot air hit me in the face as he scoffed in my direction. “We are not killers. We are freedom fighters,” he explained with an air of arrogance. “If the invaders remain on our planet, serving their time for the pain and inconvenience they caused to our people, then no permanent harm can come to them.” He flicked his tail, grinning wolfishly.

      I gasped at him in horror. “They’re still alive?!”

      “Would you prefer it if they were dead?” Cambien countered. “I could always—” He moved toward the statues, but I put my hands up, my fingertips brushing the scales of his neck.

      “No! Don’t do anything to them!”

      He shivered with glee. “You have an extraordinary radiance about you. It’s getting my scales all in a lather,” he purred. “What are you?” he whispered, nuzzling my face with his snout, the hot air from his nostrils blowing through my hair.

      Navan stepped up, his eyes narrowed. “Never mind what she is. What have you done to these people?” he demanded, putting an arm across me. Bashrik limped up to stand at my other side, while Angie and Lauren kept back.

      Cambien laughed coldly. “What a sorry pair! I could sneeze and blow you off the edge of this mountain,” he remarked, eyeing Bashrik derisively. “As for you—have you ever felt the true burn of Draconian fire?”

      “No,” Navan growled.

      Cambien smirked. “Would you like to?”

      “What has the plague done to them?” Angie asked, moving forward, her eyes on Bashrik’s unsteady figure.

      “My, my, you feel as exquisite as this one does. As does your friend with the peculiar goggles,” Cambien murmured, tilting his snout. “Only, there is a funny bitterness in you, my snaky-haired treat. Sadness, perhaps?”

      “What does the plague do to the coldbloods?” Angie repeated, her tone dripping with anger.

      Cambien chuckled coldly. “It saddens me to see such beauty attached to such ugliness.” He sighed. “Undoubtedly, one of your coldblood chums has contracted the very same virus, and you are desperate to know his fate. From the look of the buzzcut twins, I’m going to guess it’s the one who looks like he might drop dead at any moment?”

      Angie glowered, but Lauren pulled her back before she could say something she might regret. After all, we didn’t know how easily his temper might flare. Cambien had already spoken more in the last five minutes than I’d heard Freya speak in the entirety of our time together, though I was pretty sure that was because he enjoyed the sound of his own voice.

      “How can they still be alive? You claim they are, but where’s the proof?” Lauren asked, diverting Cambien’s attention.

      “I do love a smart female.” He snickered. “Well, being the altruistic gentleman that I am, I will put your fair-haired friend out of her misery, though you must trust my word. The plague turns the coldbloods into opaleine, but the victim is still conscious, able to see and hear everything going on around them, while the stone itself sustains their worthless lives. I call it divine justice, while others simply call it genius.”

      “Some might call it torture,” Navan spat.

      “Hmm, and some might call that hypocrisy, coming from you,” Cambien countered, getting nose-to-snout with Navan.

      Angie’s eyes darted to Bashrik, who had been moving more stiffly with every minute that passed. On the way up the mountain, he’d complained about an ache in his muscles, but only now did it make sense. He was turning to stone. The virus was petrifying him.

      “We need a cure, Cambien, and you’re going to give it to us,” Navan growled, refusing to back down from the gigantic beast.

      Cambien blew hot air in Navan’s face. “Why would I do a thing like that? Your kind do not deserve another speck of our mercy. The fact that we have not killed you ought to be enough,” he snarled, his teeth snapping together. Whirling around, he whipped his tail in Navan’s direction, catching him in the legs, sending Navan buckling to the hard ground. He scrambled to his feet, his shoulders heaving in anger. A moment later, a jet of searing fire erupted from Cambien’s mouth with a deafening roar, forcing us all to stagger backward.

      “Stop it! Playing a game of who’s got the bigger grudge isn’t going to do anyone any favors,” I yelled above the noise. The fire faded.

      Cambien grinned. “I thought you were going to say something else just then. If you’re wondering, the answer would certainly be me.” He chuckled.

      I rolled my eyes. “We aren’t here to steal anything from you,” I explained. “My coldblood friends aren’t like the ones who came to your planet before. They want to fix the wrongs that have been done to your kind, to stop you from having to give up your planet. They understand that you were forced to fight back in the end, and while they might not agree with your methods, they can see why you did it,” I ventured.

      “A philanthropic Vysanthean?” Cambien laughed sarcastically. “I’d more easily believe in a Lunist going on a killing spree.”

      “Believe it or not, that is why we’ve come to see you,” I insisted. “Freya said you were the only one who could help.”

      A flicker of curiosity glinted in his eyes. “Freya, eh?”

      I nodded. “We want a cure for our friend, but we also want to help you reverse the corruption of the opaleine so that your species doesn’t have to get in those metal deathtraps and head across the universe. Freya said you could set us in the right direction.”

      Without warning, Cambien sat up on his scaly haunches, and his body twisted upward in a column of blazing fire. The heat blistered against our faces, forcing us to lift our hands in protection. As the fire swirled back down again, the flames disappearing into the ground, a figure remained.

      Cambien had assumed his humanoid form. I’d been expecting an ugly monster of a half-man, half-dragon, but the Draconian standing in front of me was unusually handsome. He was tall and broad-set, his scarlet-tinged muscles rippling beneath the cut sleeves of a loose, amethyst tunic, his strange-colored skin dappled with the same pattern of scales that Freya and the other Lunists shared, though his were a rusty shade of red. His face was angular, with cheekbones and a jawline to rival Navan’s, and the same intense amber eyes that had stared down at me from his dragon form.

      Turning to my friends, I saw Angie and Lauren gawking at him, too. He was definitely an impressive specimen, even if he was a little full of himself.

      “Freya’s told you of her grand exodus, then?” Cambien asked, his tone no less resonant, even without the great big dragon lungs.

      Lauren nodded, finding her voice. “She has. We were initially enlisted to help with the ships, but we figured, why not try and reverse the corruption caused by the plague? It seems silly to travel all that way across space if you don’t have to,” she said, her cheeks reddening slightly as Cambien looked her over with his burning eyes.

      “I really enjoy the smart ones,” he purred, a cocky smile on his face. “I’d love to hear more about what Freya has been saying to you about all of this, but a frozen village hardly seems like the polite place to converse with such rare enchantments as yourselves,” he said, breezing forward to take Lauren’s hand, where he placed a tender kiss.

      Lauren, utterly shocked, stared at him in astonishment. Chuckling to himself, he kept hold of her hand as he led her through the petrified village of opaleine statues.

      “Follow me,” he called.

      In a panic, Lauren turned over her shoulder to look at us, mouthing the word: Help!

      “Cambien, could you please let go of my friend’s hand?” I asked, hurrying to catch up.

      He grinned. “Goodness me, I’d completely forgotten I was even holding it. It’s the softness of your palms, you see. They’re so smooth and delicate, I barely even noticed I had hold of you!” he murmured as Lauren gaped at him. “Could I interest you in a spot of… handholding? I promise I don’t bite,” he said, winking at me.

      “No, thank you,” I muttered, my defiance making him laugh. Casting a glance behind me, I was amused to find that Navan and Bashrik’s faces were twisted up in annoyance.

      “How about you, with the flaxen hair? I can chase your blues away, turn that bitter edge into a delicious sweetness,” he offered charmingly, though Angie was having none of it.

      She scowled. “Flaxen? Who the hell says ‘flaxen’? I’m not even sure I know what that means. It sounds like something you’d put in a smoothie,” she retorted, prompting Bashrik to grin. She definitely didn’t need him to fight in her corner.

      “Perhaps I’ll stick with the smart one. I like a female with a voluptuous vocabulary,” Cambien purred, turning back to Lauren. I had to give it to him, the man was persistent. Even so, none of us girls looked impressed, keeping our distance as we walked through the frozen village, coming to a mountain path on the other side. Below, on a plateau of rock that seemed to jut out of the volcano itself, was a second village, with houses built of stone instead of wood, and people milling around, a mix of colored scales flashing in the ferocious sunlight. The Pyros village.

      “How come you could transform, if the opaleine is corrupted?” I asked, trying to lure Cambien away from his charm offensive.

      He looked at me curiously. “You are certainly an interesting bunch of females,” he mused. “Indeed, I would love to see what’s going on in those minds of yours.”

      “I’m sure you would, Casanova. Answer the question,” Angie demanded sharply, making me suppress a laugh.

      “You’ll have to tell me the meaning of these exotic words you keep using. I do not understand all of them.” He feigned innocence, flashing Angie a wink. “Now, stop distracting me with your flirtatious behavior, you flaxen-haired minx. Your friend wants to know about the opaleine, and I intend to tell her all about it,” he remarked, turning to me before Angie could launch a dispute. “I’ve found a way to get single uses out of it, you see. Today was the first time I’ve taken my true form in years, and damn did it feel good!” He sighed, his scales shivering.

      “Do the Lunists know you’ve found a way to use the opaleine again?” I pressed.

      He snorted. “The Looneys like to pretend we don’t exist. Out of sight, out of mind,” he muttered. “All they care about are their ridiculous doctrines and their backward rituals, though I blame your gray-skinned sort for that. It all got worse after the Vysantheans came. It sent the Looneys’ religious beliefs into overdrive,” he explained, casting a stern glance at Navan and Bashrik, who were struggling down the mountain path, Bashrik’s legs stiffened almost to the point of immobility.

      “Weren’t you like them, once?” Lauren asked.

      Cambien shrugged. “I was never the kind of Draconian who liked rules and regulations,” he said with an oddly sad smile. “I like to speak, and sing, and read poetry to beautiful ladies. I do not like a moral code that forces a person to limit their words to such a maddening degree that nobody has any idea what anyone else is saying. I also do not appreciate a belief system that forces people to do terrible acts of self-sacrifice, all in the name of religion,” he murmured, his eyes taking on a faraway look.

      “No, I can’t imagine you as the selfless sort,” Navan remarked. “Self-serving, maybe, but definitely not self-sacrificing.”

      Cambien laughed softly. “You misunderstand me, my gray-skinned compadre,” he replied, the venom dripping from his voice. “I’m not talking about altruistic acts. I mean self-sacrifice in the worst possible way, dictated by ludicrous rituals. Even Freya was victim to it, and she had the sweetest soul I’d ever encountered,” he said with unexpected fondness.

      “Freya?” Angie prompted.

      Cambien nodded. “There was one particular ritual that I will never forget as long as I live. It decreed she had to burn her own face to become the high priestess of the Lunaris sect,” he said solemnly. “It is difficult for a Draconian to burn—you have to create something called Hell’s Breath, which is the only thing hot enough to sear Draconian skin. It is tortuous to endure, and I was there when she endured it. Those screams will haunt me to the end of time.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “She thought it would purify her of any remaining sin, because that’s what the ritual claimed it would do. I was against it, naturally. I told her not to.”

      “She didn’t listen?” Navan asked, his tone softening.

      “Women never do,” Cambien remarked, though he didn’t seem as cocky as he had before. He’d lost some of his swagger, and his manner was more vulnerable. I wondered if it was another flirtation tactic, designed to lure us in. However, a few minutes passed, and his mood didn’t change. Maybe there was something genuine in the emotion of his words, despite his arrogant demeanor.

      We walked the rest of the way to the Pyros village, while explaining what Freya planned to do with the biremes, and how she wanted to ship the population elsewhere. Unsurprisingly, Cambien was already aware of her plans, but seemed amused that she hadn’t extended the invite to the Pyros.

      “I doubt she wants us riffraff on board,” he mused as we approached the village.

      It looked almost identical to the one at the volcano’s crater, though the houses were sturdier, and the people were moving around freely. In fact, they looked happy, their multicolored faces smiling in the sunshine as they stopped to speak with one another, their laughter echoing toward us. A few glanced in our direction, but they didn’t seem fazed by the sight of newcomers. Their attitudes turned a little frostier when they noticed the two coldbloods, but after a moment they turned away, continuing with their day-to-day business. They were definitely different than the Lunists, dressed more like soldiers than worshippers, with black armor shining across their beautiful robes and tunics, and cuffs on their wrists and arms bearing the emblem of a flame caught inside a circle.

      Cambien stopped us at the edge of the settlement, where rocks had been laid out to create a curious sort of auditorium. I prayed he wasn’t about to put on a show for us.

      After exhaling a dramatic sigh, he glanced at each of us in turn. “So you’ve told me of Freya’s plans,” he said. “Now let me tell you of my plans… though I’m not sure you’re going to like them.” He smiled, his eyes gleaming.
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      Surely, you want the Draconians to stay on Zai just as much as the Lunists do?” I reasoned.

      Navan stepped forward. “This is your home planet. If saving your people the pain of abandoning it means you have to give Freya the cure, then that has to be worth it,” he said, leaning Bashrik up against one of the boulders.

      “Apparently, I’m not allowed to say my piece,” Cambien said sarcastically, silencing the pair of us. We shot each other a glance of irritation as he continued. “I do want all Draconians to remain on Zai—of course I do—but I want them to stay without having to reverse the effects of the opaleine.”

      “Why, though? What have you got against reversing it, if it means saving your planet?” Navan interjected, evidently unable to help himself.

      Cambien smirked. “Well, I would tell you, if you would let me finish,” he snapped.

      “Sorry. Go on,” Navan murmured.

      “To reverse the effects of the opaleine, I have to gain the stone’s forgiveness,” he began. “Now, that means releasing all the coldbloods who have fallen victim to the plague in the past, whose petrified bodies still remain on Zai.”

      Navan shook his head. “Let me guess, you can’t bring yourself to do that because of what my people did? Haven’t they paid enough penance?”

      “Let him finish,” Angie said to Navan, surprising me. A glimmer of understanding moved across her face. There was more to Cambien’s refusal than met the eye.

      “Thank you,” Cambien remarked. “No, coldblood, it’s not because I can’t bring myself to free them. In fact, it’s more about what they might do if I were to free them. Believe me, I have thought about it often enough. These coldbloods, undoubtedly sent mad after so long spent in their rocky incarceration, may escape and attack both the Pyros and the Lunists. For our sake, we will defend ourselves, but the Looneys will refuse to. A catastrophic loss of life would ensue, and I will not risk that,” he explained, his words irritatingly logical.

      “Why don’t you just kill them as you free them?” Bashrik croaked, his face contorted in pain.

      Cambien rolled his eyes. “You two coldbloods really haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said, have you? We don’t kill; we only punish,” he replied. “Even if I wanted to deal that kind of blow to your people, I wouldn’t be able to. If I kill the coldbloods myself, then the opaleine will be permanently corrupted, as decreed by our religious texts. There will be no way to reverse it after I cross that line. It is the only doctrine I believe in, after seeing the proof: if one Draconian takes a life with his own hand, the stone punishes us all. There are no exceptions.”

      As much as I liked a scientific explanation for things, the opaleine seemed to go above and beyond my comprehension. This planet was a little mystical, and their treasured stone was no exception.

      For several minutes, nobody said anything as Cambien’s words sank in. I’d convinced myself he was keeping the reversal secret for his own selfish reasons, but I had been wrong. Cambien was doing it for the sake of his people. After all, they’d suffered enough. They didn’t need mass murder to put the icing on the terrible cake of what they’d endured.

      I thought about the Vysantheans who had been here before, the ones who had been infected by the virus but had managed to get away from Zai. According to Navan, they’d been taken to a quarantine facility somewhere out in space—the same facility that Brisha wanted us to take Navan and Bashrik to, if they contracted the plague during our mission. Well, that definitely wasn’t happening! None of us wanted to drop Bashrik off at some clinical outpost he might never leave. Although, it got me thinking—was the fate of those escaped coldbloods any better than that of these poor souls, trapped in opaleine on foreign soil?

      It pained me to admit it, but Pandora had been right not to leave the ship. If we’d just insisted that we keep our hazmat suits on, we’d have avoided Bashrik falling ill. Then again, if we’d done that, we wouldn’t be standing here now. Honestly, what choice had we had?

      It was Navan who broke the silence. “If you cure Bashrik, I will kill every revived coldblood myself,” he whispered.

      I gaped at him, both amazed and chilled that he would offer to kill so many of his own kind. Then again, Bashrik’s life was at stake, and Navan had always despised his fellow Vysantheans, seeming to dissociate his mind from the act whenever killing was required. Still, that village was just a small sample. There had to be mining camps all over the place, filled with the same frozen statues—there were at least forty or so coldbloods in the crater alone, encased in opaleine prisons.

      Cambien seemed just as surprised. “You would do that?”

      Navan nodded. “I would, if you swear to cure Bashrik immediately.”

      “As glorious as that proposal might be, the truth is, I don’t actually know how to reverse the plague before it has fully taken hold,” he admitted. “If you wish for me to cure this Bashrik fellow, you’ll have to allow him to become a statue first. Only then can I attempt to reverse the process.”

      “Is this some kind of joke?” Navan growled.

      Cambien shrugged. “Afraid not. If you want me to heal him, you must trust me. I am Draconian, which your people find utterly distasteful, but you cannot doubt our honesty as a race,” he said defiantly.

      “And you can’t doubt the suspicious nature of ours,” Navan remarked bitterly.

      Cambien sighed. “As a sign of my unyielding benevolence, I will show you something no outsider gets to see,” he said cryptically. “Come, follow me.” He jumped from his rock and strode off through the village.

      “Do you need a hand with him?” Angie asked as Navan pulled Bashrik’s arm across his shoulder and hauled him after Cambien.

      “No, I’ve got him. But thanks,” Navan said, smiling.

      We took off after Cambien, who was weaving through the village, his shimmering red scales the only thing that helped pick him out of the crowd. Five minutes later, he came to a halt in the shadow of the volcano, gesturing for us to stop beside him. A wall of pure opaleine towered above us, marbling the side of Mount Kusuburi. It seemed to be a natural pocket of the stuff. Maybe that was why the Pyros had built their village here.

      Instead of the surface being flat, hexagonal, bee-like hives protruded from the rockface at sporadic intervals. From within, a low buzzing sound bristled through the air, sending shivers up my spine.

      “Don’t get too close to the hives,” Cambien warned, holding out his arm to block us from advancing. “The insects were created here—the ones that spread the coldblood plague.”

      “Created?” Lauren asked, her eyes wide.

      “They aren’t real insects, like the ones you might find in the jungles that cover most of our planet,” Cambien said, his gaze fixed on Lauren. “These insects are forged using nanotechnology of my own innovation.”

      “Nanotechnology?” Navan said coldly. “That sort of technology, at this level of intricacy, should be beyond your species.”

      Cambien flashed him a sour look. “And who told you that? Your precious Vysanthean drivel? All those libraries, and barely a single one containing anything that wasn’t written by one of your people. It doesn’t exactly make for unbiased reading, does it?”

      “Actually, I’ve read several books written by native species, and I’ve never heard of Draconians using nanotechnology,” Lauren agreed. “Not that there was much information to go on, anyway.”

      “Precisely. Why would we let our scientific studies get into the hands of our enemies? We locked our science books away where the coldbloods couldn’t get their frosty mitts on them.” Cambien chuckled. “We might be behind in some areas, but a few of us like to keep up to date. I happen to be one of them.”

      Bashrik looked up, his eyes foggy. “One of those bugs bit me!” he mumbled, his words coming out strange, as though he were trying to speak with a mouthful of cotton balls. My stomach dropped. The plague was spreading. Soon enough, Bashrik would be one of those frozen statues. We just had to trust that Cambien could heal him when that happened.

      Cambien grimaced. “There have been one or two glitches,” he admitted. “Sometimes, the insects go offline and can’t find their way back to the hive. After that, they tend to go a bit rogue. It hasn’t been a problem, with no coldbloods on the planet, but when you arrived—well, you’d have been magnetic to them,” he said with a hint of apology in his voice.

      “Like bees around nectar,” I mused, much to Cambien’s confusion. Knowing there were wayward nano-creatures out there, I realized just how lucky Navan was to have avoided being bitten at the same time as Bashrik. Maybe the hot springs had kept him safe, masking his coldblood magnetism with the scent and heat of the milky water.

      “Is it even a virus, then?” Lauren pressed, going into interrogation mode.

      Cambien looked at her thoughtfully. “It is a virus of sorts, in that it enters the bloodstream of the victim and infects their cells. However, it is unique in that it only affects the cells of the epidermis and the muscles, creating a stone casing where skin used to be and immobilizing joints,” he explained, the pride in his voice irking me. “As for your other coldblood friend, he needs to be bitten in order to be infected.”

      “It can’t pass from person to person?” Navan asked.

      “No, it cannot,” Cambien replied. “An individual must be bitten by one of my insects, although I can program them to target specific people, if the mood takes me.” A hint of a warning laced his words, which Navan was wise enough to notice, his lips pressing into a thin line.

      Angie sighed. “So much for pacifism, eh?”

      “The Looneys might be passive, but we Pyros are not,” he replied with a cold chuckle. “If you think about tricking us, or endangering us further, I will not hesitate to unleash more of my insects upon you, coldblood. Moreover, I will not hesitate to design a special strain to infect you three.” He leveled his gaze at me, Angie, and Lauren. Dread snaked through my veins.

      “I have made a promise to you. I intend to keep it,” Navan said firmly, though it did nothing to quell my fears. It would only take one rogue insect and a sudden change in Cambien’s mood, and all of us would be stuck here with no way out.

      With that ominous warning hanging in the air, Cambien led us away from the hives toward a set of stairs that burrowed below the earth, cut into the very rock itself. The heat was sweltering as we descended, though there were ventilation shafts overhead. We were getting closer to the center of the volcano.

      The staircase gave way to a long tunnel, which opened into a cavernous chamber. The room was brightly lit, with lamps dangling from the ceiling. Projections rose from pieces of machinery fitted into the walls, golden fractures of light rising and falling in a steady rhythm. Tucked against the walls were a series of beds, half of them empty. Draconians slept beneath the sheets of some, and an unmistakable scent hovered in the air—disinfectant. We were in a hospital of some sort, buried beneath the volcano.

      “It will only be a matter of hours before the plague takes full effect on your friend Bashrik,” Cambien explained, moving over to a curtained area in the far corner. “If you would be so kind as to lay him down here. He might as well be comfortable while you wait,” he said with alarming cheeriness, pointing to the bed.

      Awkwardly, Navan sat the stiff-limbed Bashrik down on the edge of the bed, maneuvering his legs and arms onto the mattress. Fully flat on his back, poor Bashrik looked like a nutcracker who’d been left in a box, his arms straight down by his sides, his legs unmoving, his neck frozen in one position. Already, his skin was changing color, little marbled patches showing through. I wasn’t sure I could bear to see the rest. My stomach wasn’t strong enough.

      “And you’ll give him back to us, just as he was?” Angie asked anxiously, perching on the side of the bed and resting her hand on Bashrik’s arm.

      Cambien shrugged. “Sometimes the revived coldbloods return with damaged memories, but they can usually function well enough,” he said brightly.

      “I was wondering that—how come you’ve revived coldbloods in the past?” Lauren asked.

      “We wanted to see if we could bring them back, to restore the corrupted opaleine in a safe manner. It does restore a solitary piece, but it does not reverse the entire corruption,” he explained. “Plus, it becomes an extraordinary hassle, considering the state their minds are in. I have lost count of the number of patients who have run off, never to be seen again. All of them, in fact.”

      “Is that going to happen to Bashrik?” Angie looked at Cambien with desperate eyes.

      “He has only been infected for a short period of time, so he should not have the same level of mental disruption,” he replied thoughtfully. “Saying that, it might be best to say your goodbyes now, in case you friend forgets who you are when he wakes up again. That is more likely to happen.”

      Bashrik looked up in horror. “What? Why didn’t you say that before?”

      Cambien smirked. “It is a common side effect, coldblood. This is not an exact science.”

      “That’s the small print you should have led with, you—” Angie cried, but broke off, clearly holding back from saying anything she might regret. After all, Cambien held Bashrik’s life in his hands.

      “Will I remember my friends?” Bashrik rasped.

      “Who can say? As I mentioned, it is not an exact science,” Cambien replied casually.

      Angie stood in his way. “Well, I want an exact answer!”

      Ignoring her completely, Cambien brushed past. “If there are going to be tears, I will make myself scarce,” he said, casting a glance over his shoulder at Angie. “But, never fear, I will still be your shoulder to cry on, should you need it. I am excellent at comforting sad damsels.”

      Angie’s eyes narrowed. “Well, then you’re barking up the wrong tree, lizard-breath!” she snapped. “I’m no damsel, and I won’t be needing your shoulder, or any other part of you, thank you very much!” Apparently, she had decided to let loose with the insults, after all.

      Cambien sighed. “I can see the emotion is already too much for you. Worry not, I will be back,” he said, before heading quickly down the central aisle between the beds and disappearing out of the hospital via the rock-hewn tunnel.

      Still reeling from shock, we all turned to look at Bashrik, who was staring straight up at the ceiling. I didn’t know what to say. Although we’d been around each other for a while, I realized I didn’t know all that much about him. And now, I might never get the chance.

      “Why don’t we each take a moment alone with Bashrik?” Navan suggested, pointing at the opposite end of the cavernous chamber, where a waiting room had been arranged. It wasn’t much, but it was far enough away to give us some privacy. Solemnly, we all nodded. “I’d like to go first,” he added.

      The three of us humans made our way toward the waiting room and sat down on the slate benches. My eyes trailed toward Navan and his brother, who were just visible through a slim partition in the curtains. Even from this distance, we could all hear some of what was being said, though we made a show of pretending not to listen in. Navan’s shoulders were hunched, his hand gripping Bashrik’s arm, his head lowered in sorrow. I heard him speak about their parents, and the word “Naya” popped up from time to time, alongside a mention of Sarrask, and a bunch of names I didn’t recognize. A short while later, he got up and came over to where we were sitting.

      “Lauren, do you want to go next?” he asked. With a nod, she got to her feet and went behind the curtains, where Bashrik lay, returning several minutes later, her eyes wet with tears. She sat back down without saying a word, snuffling softly.

      “I’ll go next,” I volunteered, knowing Angie would want to be last. She smiled at me, letting me know I’d done the right thing.

      As I reached the bed, I sat down awkwardly on the edge of it, opening my mouth to speak. However, before I could say a word, Bashrik’s voice halted me in my tracks.

      “You asked me… what’s holding me back… with Angie,” he rasped.

      I nodded, not wanting to break the moment.

      “I don’t want to start something that can’t last,” he continued sadly. “Angie will return… to Earth, at some point. I will stay on Vysanthe. It’s my home, even if it no longer is… for Navan. I think Angie feels… the same way about us. She knows it would be… borrowed time. She deserves more than that.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. By all reasoning, Navan and I shouldn’t have been together, and we definitely shouldn’t have been in love. But the universe had found a way to bring us into each other’s lives, and I was determined not to let go of a second of the time we had together. In love, there was no such thing as borrowed time, only the gift of the time we had been given.

      “That’s ridiculous, Bashrik. And that isn’t your decision to make,” I insisted, dropping the volume of my words, aware that the others could almost hear. “You need to give Angie the choice. If you really feel any kind of affection for her, you’ll give her that. Embrace what you might have, and do it now, while you still have the chance. Tell her what’s in your heart. It doesn’t matter if it lasts a few days or a few years; it’ll have been worth the risk.”

      Bashrik looked at me strangely. “The risk is too great,” he murmured. “Send for her… before it’s too late,” he added, straining through his words.

      Scared he might fade before Angie had her chance to speak to him, I jumped up and beckoned for her to take her turn. With a worried expression, her eyes rimmed with red, she jogged forward and passed me with a loud sniffle, before reaching Bashrik’s bedside.

      From where I sat in the waiting room, I couldn’t help eavesdropping on the pair. I knew it was wrong of me, but I itched to know what was happening between them. All of us watched the two of them through a narrow gap in the curtains.

      “Your face is all splotchy,” Bashrik teased, though there was a hint of sadness in his voice.

      “It is not,” Angie replied defiantly. “It’s heat rash from the sun.”

      He tried to smile. “I never thought I’d get you to cry over me.”

      “You haven’t—I have allergies,” Angie sniffled.

      “Nice try, Ange. If my arms weren’t frozen solid… I’d reach up and wipe those tears away,” he murmured.

      A loud sob wracked her chest as she clung to his hands. “Maybe you’ll wake up and not remember who I am, but… I hope you’ll remember a girl, in that head of yours somewhere, and I hope you’ll remember how you made her feel,” she wept. “In all my life, I’ve never met someone more annoying, and frustrating, and utterly baffling… and fallen so hard for them, regardless. All that time we spent on the alchemy lab… They were some of the happiest moments I’ve ever had. I looked forward to seeing you every day, and even when we fought—which was all the time—I couldn’t stop my heart beating that little bit faster when you walked into the room.”

      She choked back another sob. “Seeing you like this, it makes me wish I’d said something sooner. Life is so short, and if you make it through this, and still know who I am, I don’t think I want to waste another moment of it without you,” she admitted, her voice rising to a wail, her shoulders jolting with an aftershock of sobs.

      From our vantage point, it was hard to gauge his reaction. I was holding my breath, terrified he wasn’t going to say anything in return. That would just about devastate Angie, no matter what she might say to the contrary.

      “I promise… I won’t let us waste another moment,” he said, his voice strained but confident. “I don’t know what I would do… if you weren’t by my side anymore. I… adore you, Angie. I won’t make you wait another second for me to—”

      He didn’t get to say anything else, as his mouth froze shut. Patches of stone appeared all over his body, covering his skin in a crust of thick opaleine, which would soon take over his entire being, locking his mind inside.

      Shuddering, I turned to Navan and Lauren. “I’ll go and find Cambien. It’s time for him to put his money where his mouth is,” I said quietly, unable to take the sight of Bashrik’s transformation. I didn’t want to see him like that, and I didn’t think he’d want me to, either.

      “Do you want me to come?” Navan asked, squeezing my hand.

      I shook my head. “No, you stay with your brother. He needs you more than I do,” I said with a sad smile.

      I made my way to the tunnel leading up to the surface, my mind focused on one thing—the cure.
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      I thought Cambien would be waiting nearby, considering that the virus hadn’t taken long to encase Bashrik in an opaleine prison. However, when I reached the surface again, the blinding sunlight stinging my eyes, he was nowhere to be found. I scanned the houses and structures, but no rusty-red scales glinted in the mix.

      Frustrated by his absence, I walked over to the hives in case he was checking on his cruel creations, but he wasn’t there either. Suspicions crept into my mind as I made my way into the village itself. Had Cambien run off? Maybe he’d never intended to help Bashrik out. Maybe he’d just wanted to punish the two coldbloods as payback for returning to the planet their people had exploited and, by proxy, corrupted.

      “Excuse me,” I said shyly to a passing female Draconian with gleaming golden scales.

      She gave me a strange look. “How may I help you, outsider?” she replied, her tone cold.

      “I was wondering if you’d seen Cambien anywhere? He’s supposed to be helping out a friend of mine, but he’s disappeared,” I explained, feeling awkward around her. These people weren’t like the Lunists, who had welcomed us with open arms. Instead, their amber eyes were filled with bitterness, their smiles fading at the sight of me. Already, I’d been outright ignored by two Pyros. Even though I wasn’t a coldblood myself, the Pyros had watched us come into their village in the company of Vysantheans, which I guessed made me guilty by association.

      The golden female laughed. “You sound surprised, outsider. Here is something you should know about Cambien: you should not be surprised by anything he does. He is a free spirit. It is why we follow him.”

      “Fine, but where can I find this ‘free spirit’?” I pressed, thinking of Bashrik, locked up inside his own head, unable to speak or move. I wasn’t going to leave him like that any longer than necessary.

      She shrugged. “You will have to keep looking,” she said, rather unhelpfully, before sauntering off toward a nearby house to meet a blue-scaled Draconian who stood outside. The pair laughed raucously as they looked back over to where I stood, utterly confused by this place and its people.

      I wandered around the village a while longer, trying to get a few more Pyros to speak to me, but they wouldn’t. Only when I reached the edge of the settlement did I feel a glimmer of hope. A hunched male with dark green scales sat on a boulder, staring out at the beautiful view. When he looked up, there was no anger or hatred in his eyes, just quiet understanding.

      “You’re looking for Cambien, I take it?” he asked, his voice gravelly.

      I nodded. “Nobody seems eager to help me,” I admitted.

      “They have learned to fear what they do not know, and you are not a familiar species,” the Draconian explained, gesturing for me to sit on the boulder beside him.

      I shook my head. “I really have to get going. My friend needs help, and Cambien is the only one who can help him.”

      “Your coldblood friend?” the Draconian asked.

      “One of them, yes.”

      “You trust them?” the Draconian wondered, with no hint of judgment in his words, only curiosity.

      I smiled. “I do. These particular Vysantheans have never given me reason not to,” I replied. “I know there are many who deserve your anger, but these two don’t. I just want to find Cambien, so he can fix my friend, and we can do what we’ve set out to do. We don’t wish any harm on your people.”

      The Draconian nodded thoughtfully. “You will find Cambien underground. There’s a stairwell marked by a carved sculpture of a blazing fire within a ring—he will be there, drinking in the bar below,” he said. A wave of relief washed over me.

      “Thank you.” I sighed. “Sorry, I don’t think I caught your name.”

      The Draconian grinned. “Names don’t matter. Run along, before your friend is too far gone,” he warned.

      Taking the hint, I headed back through the village, keeping my eyes peeled for the sculpture the green-scaled Draconian had mentioned. Sure enough, on the opposite side of the village, sticking up out of the ground, was the carved block of stone, and a stairwell heading down below the earth. I took the steps two at a time, fanning my face as a blast of hot air enveloped me. I kept forgetting that these people were humanoid half-dragons—of course they liked their heat.

      At the bottom of the stairs lay a dimly lit cavern with plush cushions arranged on the ground in front of low tables. Cubbies were cut into the walls with curtains hanging over, giving whoever was inside some privacy to talk and drink in peace. A bar stretched along the far side, carved from opaleine, the sapphire veins dimmed to corrupted black. Perched on a stool, trailing his fingertip down the slender arm of a black-scaled Draconian, was Cambien. He was gazing into her eyes, sipping from a glass of something lurid and purple in color, saying words too quiet for me to hear. Whatever he was murmuring, I could tell it was flirtatious from the way his partner blushed and giggled. As the leader of their village, he was probably something of a celebrity.

      Taking a deep breath, I strode up to the bar and cut in between the couple. “We’re ready for the antidote, Cambien,” I demanded, staring directly into his eyes, ignoring the protestations of the Draconian woman behind me.

      He smiled. “I do enjoy a dominant female,” he purred.

      I rolled my eyes. “I imagine you enjoy anything with a pulse, Cambien. I’m not here to flirt. I’m not here to play stupid games. I’m just here for the cure you promised us.”

      That seemed to take him aback slightly. “I was only trying to be friendly,” he murmured, searching in the pockets of his tunic for something. He pulled out a small jar. Inside, tiny creatures knocked against the glass, their wings vibrating with a resounding hum.

      “We don’t need any more of that,” I said, taking a step back, almost collapsing into the black-scaled woman. Apparently disliking Cambien’s lack of attention, she got up and took her drink elsewhere, disappearing into one of the curtained cubbies.

      “You frightened my date away!” Cambien said, though he didn’t look too disappointed. In fact, his face looked borderline manic, a grin spreading across his lips, his eyes glassy, his words slightly slurred. Cambien was definitely on his way to the Draconian equivalent of being drunk, and he seemed determined to reach those inebriated heights, as he downed whatever was left in his glass and ordered another.

      “Cambien, just give me the antidote, and you can get back to… whatever this is,” I said, gesturing to the purple drink that arrived on the bar-top, served by a world-weary bartender.

      “This is the antidote,” he chuckled, shaking the jar in my face, making me back farther away. The nanotech insects freaked me out, even though I knew they weren’t designed to harm humans.

      “Relax! These are engineered to reverse your friend’s condition,” he said, tossing the jar from palm to palm, my panic spiking with every casual throw. I wanted to reach out and grab it from him before he could do any damage. All I could envision was him dropping it, the cure crashing to the floor, taking all hopes of fixing Bashrik with it.

      “Just give the jar to me, Cambien,” I said, but he snatched it away like a petulant child.

      “You know, I’ve noticed something weird about your little group of misfits,” he remarked, staring into the glass, his eyes following the tiny insects within.

      I frowned, glad he wasn’t throwing the jar anymore. “What do you mean?”

      Smirking, Cambien slid off his stool and closed the gap between us, his face uncomfortably close to mine, his body even closer. His amber eyes burned into mine, the unusual color flecked with gold and threads of silver. Lifting his hand, he stroked my cheek, before tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. I flinched but knew it would be a bad idea to pull away. Cambien was wasted, and there was no telling what he’d do if I tried to push him back.

      “I have noticed these intriguing little things,” he said, dipping his head close to my ear, whispering so his words tickled my skin. “If I’m not mistaken, they are earpieces, are they not?”

      My eyes went wide in panic. “Cambien, I—” Cambien placed his finger against my mouth with a cold, disappointed tut.

      “Who are you speaking to with such secrecy?” he murmured, his glassy eyes narrowing. “How many more of you are there, hiding away?” A grim smile twisted his face.

      I shook off his finger. “There’s one other coldblood on this mission with us, but that’s all. She stayed with the ship,” I explained, knowing there was no point in lying. If he found the truth out later, the retribution would only be worse. “We’re only here for a sample of blood. That’s all we came here for. The plan to reverse the opaleine’s corruption came after we’d landed. We saw what had been done and wanted to help.”

      Cambien gave a tight laugh, letting me know he didn’t believe me. Why would he? The Vysantheans had brought nothing but trouble to his planet, throughout a long and painful history. They were still suffering the aftereffects now, thanks to the opaleine corruption. So what reason would he have to believe they had changed in any way?

      He shook his head, lifting a drunken finger and pointing it in my face. “They will bring an army to colonize my home world, once and for all. It is all they’ve ever wanted. You are scouts, come to see if the plague remains.”

      I took his hand in mine, his scales feeling rough and surprisingly warm to the touch. “No, Cambien, we’re not. We came to get a sample of blood, and that’s all,” I repeated.

      He frowned. “Why do you need our blood, anyway? This seems like a long way to travel just so a coldblood can wrap their taste buds around a delicacy,” he said, pressing his forehead against mine, his hand gripping the back of my neck, pushing me forward. I jolted, struggling to break free, but his grip was too tight, his strength overwhelming. I wasn’t getting away from him anytime soon. Fighting fire with fire, I fixed my gaze on him, pushing my forehead harder against his.

      “We… need your blood so the Vysanthean queen can make a… a universal index of sentient species,” I explained, the words tripping off my tongue. In response, his hand relaxed, opening a narrow gap between us.

      Part of me wondered what might happen if I told Cambien the actual truth, letting him in on the secret of the immortality elixir. Maybe he’d have a way to fight against it. The more likely outcome would be Navan’s immediate infection with the plague, and Cambien rallying troops. Then Pandora would simply kill all the Draconians in retaliation, just as she’d already threatened to do. She was clearly desperate to annihilate them, and I wasn’t about to give her a reason to pull the trigger.

      Cambien scoffed. “For underhanded reasons, I suspect?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. As far as I know, it’s for educational reasons, but who can say what the queen’s real motives are?” I admitted, knowing it was a more rational answer.

      Cambien pulled away, looking thoughtful for a moment. “Are you working for the coldbloods of your own freewill?” he asked. It was an unexpected question that took me a minute to mull over.

      “I am,” I said eventually. I mean, I was doing all of this with my own agenda in mind, and Navan and Bashrik certainly weren’t dictating my movements or behavior. The mission wasn’t my choice, but my actions since landing had been my own.

      He snorted derisively. “You are about as free as a lacertilia caught in a lycosa’s web.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything to me, Cambien,” I said apologetically, though I guessed the Earthen analogy would be insects caught in a spider’s web.

      “The flying reptiles—they are lacertilia. The lycosa have many legs and live in webs, and they catch these reptiles, trapping them before devouring them,” he explained. “No, no, no—actually, you are like one of these insects, stuck in the sap of a tree,” he tried again, his voice slurring.

      “I’m not trapped, Cambien,” I insisted.

      “I can see the fear in your eyes,” he whispered, taking my hand in his and kissing it gently. “I can help free you from the clutches of those coldbloods, if you want me to. I have ways!” He tapped the side of his nose, his slit nostrils flaring.

      “What ways?” I asked, curious.

      He leaned closer to me. “I know how to get to a tremendous Fed outpost, where you and your delicious friends will be safe from any Vysanthean who might want to shackle you in their subtle form of slavery. I know you are scared now, but I will save you—and you will never be scared again,” he promised.

      Fearing that a certain eavesdropper might be listening in, I frantically raised my hand to Cambien’s mouth. I had no idea if he was talking about the same Fed outpost that Navan was going to take us to, but I couldn’t have him spilling any beans where the Fed were concerned. I didn’t want Pandora to even consider that’s what we might be scheming.

      “I don’t want to hear any more, Cambien. You’re drunk. I should leave you to it. Just give me the cure, and I’ll be on my way.”

      “No,” he mumbled against my hand. “I will show you where they are, and I will take you to them. I will take you away from those coldbloods and give you a better life,” he said, his voice still too loud, even with my hand muffling it.

      “Please, stop talking,” I whispered.

      “You know what the Fed is, right? Well, the outpost is—” he continued. Knowing he wasn’t about to shut up anytime soon, I reached into my ear and pulled out the earpiece, throwing it to the ground and stamping hard on it. If Pandora had a problem with me being offline, which she undoubtedly would, I’d just have to tell her it broke, or one of the Draconians discovered it and destroyed it. In the meantime, I just hoped she was listening in to what the others were doing, instead of my particular activity.

      “Why did you do that?” Cambien asked drunkenly, staring at the crushed device on the ground. I kicked it away for good measure.

      “Look, Cambien, my friends and I aren’t in league with the coldblood on the ship. In fact, she’s a freaking nightmare,” I said, realizing I had a window of opportunity. “She’s the reason we had the earpieces in, because she wants to hear everything we’re saying.”

      “Why is she not with you? If she is so frightening, where the blazes is she?” Cambien remarked, staring around, lifting his arms in a humorous gesture.

      I smiled. “She’s too scared to come off the ship, in case the plague is still around,” I admitted. “The thing is, we’ve been trying to get rid of her, but she isn’t giving us the chance to do that. She’s always one step ahead.”

      “Does she smell or something? What is so terrible about her? If she’s a monster, don’t even think about abandoning her here!” he warned, hiccupping loudly. “Although I suppose she must be bright if she stayed on the ship while sending all of you out into the wilds. After all, one of you did catch the virus.”

      “She’s a key member in a group of rebel coldbloods who have been blackmailing us so they can overthrow the two Vysanthean queens,” I said, trying to get him to focus. “You can imagine what would happen if that came about. I’m not saying it would be any worse, but I’m definitely saying it wouldn’t be any better. These rebels would tear across the universe, invading and destroying everything they came into contact with.”

      He chuckled. “Vysanthe in political unrest again, eh? Maybe our gods are smiling down on us, after all.” He laughed, taking a lengthy sip of his refreshed drink. I wasn’t sure that was a good idea, but I didn’t feel like I could stop him.

      “Actually, that’s one of the real reasons we’re here, though the rebel coldblood in the ship doesn’t know about it,” I said, lowering my voice to a whisper. “We’re actually trying to gather allies to our cause, to stop the Vysantheans from creating an immortality elixir. If they succeed in making it, it would give them the ability to take over the universe. Picture what they did to your planet and multiply it by thousands,” I said, hoping something was getting through to Cambien.

      In a matter of moments, he seemed to sober up entirely, his amber eyes studying me. I wondered if this had all been a ruse to try to get me to talk. If it had been, I was sad to say that it had worked. I had told him everything in the hope that he could help, though I still refused to mention Earth. There didn’t seem to be any point in putting that in the mix.

      He frowned. “An immortality elixir?”

      “Yes, all three factions—the two queens and the rebels—are in a race to make it first.”

      He sighed. “While I would be happy to join your cause, I will not lead my people into another war they cannot win. We have learned our lesson where the coldbloods are concerned, and as long as we can keep them from our shores, we will stay neutral in any battles.”

      “And if they come knocking on your door?” I pressed, feeling my hopes fade.

      “We’ll fight back if we must, but they will not come here. What you’ve told me of your coldblood antagonist comforts me—that the threat of the virus remains potent in their memories,” he continued. “It is why we must keep the Draconians here, where they can be safe. Although, there is still some persuasion to be done.”

      I was desperate now. “You have to help us, Cambien. You’re one of the strongest races in the universe. If you joined us, others would follow,” I insisted, but he just shook his head and stroked my cheek.

      “Sweet creature, whatever you are, you are heartbreaking in your pleas. Indeed, I believe you could melt the heart of any man who heard them,” he murmured. “However, you cannot, and will not, sway me. My people come before any other. We have no interest in becoming your allies.”

      Crestfallen, I turned my face away from him, not wanting him to see the glimmer of tears that welled up in my eyes. For a moment, it had seemed like the perfect solution, and now I had to deal with the fallout of my dashed hopes.

      I didn’t flinch as he lifted his hand and turned my face back toward him, his gaze leveled at mine. “All is not lost, dearest,” he whispered. “While we have no interest in risking war, the Titans are always game for a fight, so long as it entertains them.”

      I stared at him. “The Titans?”

      “They will help you in a way we cannot,” he promised, pausing for dramatic effect. “That is, if you can convince them not to kill you and your friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Why would they want to kill us?” I asked with a sinking feeling.

      He shrugged. “They are not… How can I put it? They are not a delicate species, like you seem to be.”

      I flashed him a withering look. I was tired of aliens calling me weak. “You should never judge a book by its cover.”

      “Well, how else are you supposed to choose one to read?” Cambien mused.

      A thought came to me. “Wait, which Fed outpost are you talking about? Do you know the location of one?” I wanted to know if he meant the same one Navan had mentioned.

      “My word, you have a lot of questions. Good thing I’m the patient type.” Cambien chuckled. “I promise there will be time to answer them all later, but right now, your friend needs you,” he added softly, all semblance of his drunkenness gone. “We should go.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      “I should hope that you do,” he replied with a grin.

      As I followed Cambien out of the bar, my head reeled. I felt exhausted, my brain bombarded with information. Who were the Titans, and how could we reach them? More to the point, how would we stop them from killing us? If they were that volatile, maybe they weren’t the right kind of people to ally ourselves with. Then again, beggars couldn’t be choosers. Plus, if them joining our cause somehow created a domino effect, prompting more species to join us, then that could only be a good thing, right?

      Against all my expectations, Cambien had managed to renew my sense of hope. I mean, I wasn’t quite willing to forgive the way he had touched my face without my consent, but now didn’t seem like the time to have an argument about it. I could school him in proper conduct later.

      Reaching the Pyros’ hospital, we descended into the sweltering heat of the underground ward once more. Cambien had returned the jar of nano-insects to the inside of his tunic, but I could hear them knocking against the glass as we entered the silent room. Shaking them so hard seemed to have pissed them off.

      The others were sitting on the vacant bed beside Bashrik’s, the side curtain pulled open to reveal his new opaleine crust. I shuddered to see what he’d become, knowing he was still conscious in there. Navan, however, wasn’t sitting with the others; he was walking up and down along the far wall, his hands balled into fists. Nervous faces looked over at us as we approached. Navan skidded to a halt, his expression relieved.

      “Riley, you’re back,” he sighed, prompting Angie to smirk.

      “Just like I said she would be,” she chided. “Captain Anxious has been burning a hole in the hospital floor for the past half hour,” she added wryly. Navan grimaced with embarrassment.

      “I haven’t been! I just—I was just wondering what was taking so long,” he said, eyeing Cambien with distrust.

      “She went to get Cambien, just like she said,” Lauren replied. “And look, here he is! Nothing to worry about.”

      Cambien grinned, draping his arm around my shoulders. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. We’ve been keeping each other very busy at the local watering hole.” He winked at Navan as I shrugged him angrily off my shoulders.

      “Behave yourself,” I snapped, shoving him in the arm.

      Navan lunged forward, his hands still balled into fists. I stopped him, pressing my palms against his chest and looking up into his eyes. I didn’t need his help when it came to lecherous creeps. I’d encountered enough of them in high school to hold my own against them.

      “He’s winding you up, Navan,” I said quietly. “He’s an idiot. He’s not worth your anger.”

      “What were you doing at a bar?” he asked, his tone slightly defensive.

      I sighed. “We were just talking. He might act like a complete tool, but he’s got some useful information inside that scaly head of his,” I explained. “I’ll fill you all in later.”

      “She was certainly thorough in her interrogation of me,” Cambien chimed in, evidently determined to rile Navan up for his own amusement. “Although I can’t say I’m not disappointed in your choice of men. If you were looking for a hothead, I’d have volunteered my services. I can’t imagine this specimen keeps you very warm at night,” he remarked, smirking all the while.

      I rolled my eyes. “He keeps me plenty warm. Now will you get on with what you came here to do?” I flashed Cambien a warning look.

      “For you, anything,” he replied, blowing me a kiss.

      Navan’s face twisted in anger. I could feel his heart thundering beneath my hand, but I wasn’t about to let them fight it out here, not when Bashrik was still in danger.

      “You behave yourself, too,” I murmured, moving off to Bashrik’s bedside.

      I glanced down at the figure in the bed, and my stomach lurched. Petrified strangers were one thing, but when it was someone you knew… The sight was horrifying. The opaleine had fully taken over his body, every part of him weirdly melded together into one mass of stone. Where his features had been, there were just lumps and indents, marking out a nose, a mouth, a pair of eyes.

      “Since he’s only been infected for a short time, do you think he’ll have lost any memories when he wakes up?” Lauren asked with a morbid curiosity I shared.

      “Don’t tell me this one is your lover?” Cambien sighed with disappointment.

      Lauren flushed pink. “No! He is not my lover!”

      The Draconian grinned. “Ah, then he must be yours,” he said, flicking his wrist in Angie’s direction. She was about to respond, when he cut her off, answering Lauren’s question instead. “I told you before, it varies from patient to patient. Some are less susceptible to memory loss, while others can lose great chunks of their past, not remembering the faces of their parents, their friends, their children. You will have to wait and see which side your friend lands on.”

      With that, he pulled out the jar of nano-insects. Their wings thrummed against the glass. He was about to unscrew the lid, when Navan reached out to stop him, his hand fastening across the Draconian’s wrist.

      “What are you doing? Those are the things that did this in the first place! Are you trying to infect me, too?” he growled.

      “Get those things away from Bashrik!” Angie shrieked, swiping at invisible bugs in the air.

      “It’s fine!” I said, calming them. “These insects are reverse-engineered. I know they look like the plague-carriers, but they’re the opposite. They’re the antidote-carriers.”

      Lauren nodded. “They deliver the antivirus in the same way they deliver the virus?”

      “Precisely.” Cambien sighed. “Now, if you could remove your hand from my wrist, I can get on with saving your friend’s life.” A moment of tension bristled between Navan and Cambien, amber eyes glaring at slate eyes.

      Eventually, Navan removed his hand, allowing Cambien to screw the lid off the jar of nano-insects. The Draconian pursed his lips, giving a high-pitched whistle that called out two of the insects. Fluttering in the air, they awaited their next command. Again, Cambien gave a whistle, and the two creatures swooped down to Bashrik’s stiff, frozen body.

      With a scraping sound that sent chills up my spine, they burrowed into the stone casing, disappearing beneath the opaleine crust. We looked at each other nervously, not knowing what to expect. Would it all melt off? Would it break apart? Would it dissolve, like it had never been there in the first place? I’d never seen anything like this before; there was no way of preparing for it.

      “Is it working?” I whispered.

      Cambien shrugged. “There is no way of knowing until it happens.”

      Five unbearably tense minutes later, the stone began to crack, splinters appearing in the surface. Jagged lines connected with one another, and chunks broke off, the crumbling stone falling to the mattress. Gradually, bits of gray skin showed through. The slow movement of Bashrik’s limbs caused the rest to flake away, and it all fell to pieces around him.

      Bashrik shot upright, startling us all. “What the—!” he cried, shaking his head like a wet dog. What was left of the opaleine tumbled off his body, several shards flying out of his hair, narrowly missing the rest of us. Even so, a few dusty specks remained, a chalky residue covering his skin.

      “Bashrik? Do you know who you are?” Angie asked, testing the waters. I could tell we were all anxious to see if there were any side effects.

      He smiled. “I’m Bashrik. You just said so.”

      Angie grimaced. “Do you know who we are?” she tried again.

      “You’re Angie, that’s Lauren, that’s Navan, and that’s Riley,” he replied, looking confused. “And you’re Cambien, the one who made this happen,” he added, brushing some of the remaining dust from his arms.

      “You remember me?” Angie whispered.

      “Of course I do,” he murmured back, “and I promised I wouldn’t keep you waiting any longer.”

      With a shriek of pure happiness, Angie flung herself at Bashrik. His arms wrapped around her tightly, his lips kissing her forehead, leaving some of the opaleine dust where he had grazed her skin. She held his face in her hands as she pulled away, planting a smacker right on his lips, surprising him in the best possible way.

      It appeared we’d been lucky. Bashrik hadn’t forgotten any of us, nor did he seem to have lost any memories of who he was. It was an intense relief to see him back with his mind in one piece.

      “I hate to break up the romance, but we just need to ask a few more questions,” Navan said apologetically, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

      “Sorry.” Angie blushed, clambering off Bashrik.

      “Do you know where you are?” Navan asked.

      Bashrik nodded. “Zai. Where else would I be?” he replied easily enough.

      “And do you know what we’re doing here on Zai?” Lauren cut in.

      “We’re preparing to leave, unless we can come up with a solution to the opaleine corruption,” he answered, though his words puzzled me. Something was off.

      “On the Vanquish, you mean?” Lauren pressed, her expression concerned.

      Bashrik gave a soft chuckle. “No, not on your ship. We would never fit on your ship—there are too many of us,” he explained. “Although, now that you mention it, Angie, you and I will have to discuss whether you will be following me or going with the others, back to Navan’s home planet. I don’t wish to be without you.”

      Angie looked torn. What Bashrik was saying was very sweet, but something was clearly muddled in his memories. He had used the word “we” as a pronoun, in relation to the Draconians… Bashrik thought he was one of them.

      “Bash, what are you talking about?” Navan asked, utterly confused.

      “We can’t all fit on your ship. It’s faster and far superior, but it cannot carry an entire species,” he explained. “I was just thinking, perhaps you could all come with us, instead of going back to that cold planet of yours, Navan.”

      Navan shook his head. “That’s your planet, too, Bash. You’re from Vysanthe.”

      Bashrik burst out laughing. “You must be kidding. I would never set foot in that place, not after what they did to us! You’re an exception to the rule, Navan, and I cannot hold you responsible for the actions of your people, but you must be out of your mind if you think I’d go near that planet. If that’s where you insist on going, then I’ll be sorry to part ways with you all.”

      “Look at your skin and your wings, Bash. You are a coldblood!” Navan insisted, his face panicked. “You’re exactly like me, Bash. We’re brothers!”

      “Brothers in arms, yes, but you are a Vysanthean and I am a Draconian. How could we be brothers?” Bashrik countered, giving Navan an incredulous look.

      “Bashrik, you’re a Vysanthean. Look,” Angie interjected softly, taking Bashrik’s hands and raising them to his face, making him see the gray color.

      Confusion washed over him. “Well, this is just some cruel trick you’re playing, to try and fool me into coming with you,” he said firmly, after a lengthy pause. “You think you can convince me that I’m a coldblood so I’ll come back to Vysanthe with you, instead of traveling with my people.”

      “We’re not. This isn’t a trick. You’re just a bit mixed up about who you are,” I offered, only to receive his angry glare.

      “I know who I am, Riley,” he snapped back. “I am Bashrik. I am a Draconian, and Zai is my home. I’ll continue to help you with the opaleine, and with your gift of our high priestess’s most honored vial of blood, as I have promised to do, but once that’s done, I will not be coming with you.”

      I realized it was going to take some convincing to get Bashrik to see the truth of what he was and leave Zai with us, but for now, he had reminded me of one important thing. We needed to get the vial of blood as soon as possible, before our five days were up. Orion would be waiting, and we had a lot to do in a short span of time. First, we needed to start work on reversing the corrupted opaleine and get the blood itself. Second, we needed to deal with Pandora. Then, we needed to figure out a way of fooling Orion and Brisha, so they didn’t immediately execute us for insubordination. I wasn’t sure which would be the more impossible task.

      “It would seem your friend landed somewhere between compos mentis and completely baffled.” Cambien chuckled, evidently delighted by the mix-up. “At least he remembers who you are, which is more than can be said for most.”

      Navan whirled around, getting in Cambien’s face. “Did you know this was going to happen?”

      “I told you, it varies,” Cambien replied, squaring off. The two of them were evenly matched in height and muscle, but I wasn’t about to underestimate a Draconian’s strength, nor let them brawl in the middle of a hospital, with a very confused Bashrik looking on.

      Steeling myself, I slipped in between them, pushing them apart with all the force I could muster. “Stop it, both of you! This isn’t going to do anyone any good. Right now, we need to listen to Bashrik and focus on our mission. We’re running out of time.” Keeping his eyes on me, Navan backed away from Cambien, who looked unbearably smug. “You can wipe that smirk of your face, too, Cambien. This is the part where the two of you have to work together, so I suggest you start acting like a team!” I chided.

      “Don’t forget who we’re doing this for,” Lauren agreed. “If we can stop the corruption, you get your planet back, and we’ll be out of your hair before you know it.”

      Cambien laughed. “I don’t have any hair.”

      “Stop being a smartass. Nobody’s impressed,” Angie added, her tone scathing.

      Suitably cowed, Cambien let out a weary sigh. “Very well. I suppose we should get going. If I have to work with this gray-skinned monster, I’d prefer to get it out of the way as soon as possible, regardless of the reasons,” he remarked haughtily. “You ready to kill a bunch of your own kind, Navan? I suppose it makes no difference to someone like you who happens to be on the receiving end of your blade.”

      Navan scowled. “Let’s just get on with this, shall we? In silence,” he said. The pair of them headed for the entrance to the hospital ward, each vying to be in front of the other.

      The rest of us were about to follow, Angie and me helping Bashrik out of the bed, when Lauren froze in her tracks, turning back to us with a despondent look. Looking across Bashrik, I saw the same expression on Angie’s face. Navan had also stopped in the doorway, Cambien going on ahead.

      “What’s the matter?” I whispered.

      Angie sighed. “Pandora wants us to come back to the ship for a debrief.”
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      What? Why does she want us to do that?” I hissed, exasperated that we were about to move forward in our mission, only to have Pandora call us back.

      Angie shrugged. “She just wants us back now. It’s nonnegotiable.”

      “She’s also asking why you’re offline,” Lauren said apologetically.

      I leaned in to Bashrik’s ear, where his earpiece was still fixed in place by the barbs. “Pandora? I don’t know if you can hear me, but I just wanted to say I’m sorry about my earpiece. I thought there was an insect crawling in my ear, so I panicked. I stomped on it without realizing what it was,” I lied, hoping she would buy it.

      “She says it doesn’t matter; you can pick up another one from the ship. She says you need to be less careless in the future,” Angie said, repeating Pandora’s words as they came through.

      It didn’t do much to calm my fears. I couldn’t hear the tone of Pandora’s voice to gauge her mood, and that scared me. Plus, I had no idea how hardy the earpieces were. I mean, if one could survive being submerged in a hot spring, then maybe one could survive being crushed. I had squashed the earpiece pretty solidly under my boot, but that didn’t mean Pandora hadn’t overheard my mutinous conversation with Cambien. I just prayed she hadn’t. Today had already been a mixed bag of hopefulness and hopelessness—I didn’t want it to end in punishment… or worse.

      Dreading our return to the Vanquish, we headed out of the Pyros’ hospital, with Navan resuming his position at his brother’s side, relieving Angie and me of the duty. Bashrik seemed wary of Navan, putting a reluctant arm around the latter’s neck and pulling a face as he touched Navan’s gray skin. It would’ve been amusing had the situation not been so serious, given that we didn’t know if his memories would remain permanently altered.

      Cambien came with us to the petrified village in the volcano’s crater, but he wouldn’t go any farther. Instead, he padded to the edge of the mountain and stared out across the vast expanse of Zai, taking in the view.

      “Come back to me when you’re ready to continue,” he said dryly, not bothering to turn around. “Although I won’t hold my breath. This woman’s call seems very convenient.”

      I sighed. “It’s actually the opposite, Cambien. We don’t want this interruption any more than you do. We will be coming back, so just hang tight.”

      Following his gaze, I remembered how long the journey had been up the volcano. The Vanquish was miles away, and we had no way of getting there, unless we walked. Navan could only fly with two of us, at a push, and it didn’t seem like Bashrik was going to get involved in coldblood pursuits anytime soon.

      Knowing there was only one option, I gently touched Cambien’s shoulder, making him turn to face me. “We can’t get back to the ship unless you help us out. I know you can’t fly without using opaleine, but can you persuade Bashrik that you did something to him to give him temporary wings? We need to get to the ship fast, and the only way to do that is to fly.”

      He smirked. “At least you’re starting to understand some of our frustrations as a species born to fly, kept grounded through no fault of our own,” he mused. “What’s in it for me?”

      “We get back here faster and help you with your opaleine corruption,” I said simply.

      “You have nothing else to offer?” he pressed.

      I rolled my eyes. “No, Cambien.”

      “It was worth a try.” He laughed. “Fine, I shall speak with Bashrik. Although, you have to adore the exquisite irony of a coldblood thinking he’s a Draconian.” A glitter of mischief danced in his unusual eyes, making me wonder if he had known something like this was going to happen. After all, he was the only one who’d actually awoken the plague’s victims before.

      True to his word, Cambien walked over to where Bashrik stood, held up by his brother. Leaning in, he whispered something in Bashrik’s ear, and a look of wonder passed across the coldblood’s face. Navan frowned at the exchange but held his tongue, his gaze trailing toward me for an explanation.

      “You chose me for such an honor?” Bashrik exclaimed, before I could answer Navan’s questioning look.

      Cambien nodded. “You were the most qualified. Test them out, see if they work,” he encouraged.

      Grinning like a kid on Christmas, Bashrik released the wings from beneath his shoulder blades and opened them out. The vast, leathery wings cast a shadow on the crater as he flapped them forcefully, sending a spray of dust and stone hurtling off the edge of the mountainside. He rose from the ground, the power of flight already second nature to him. The sound of him whooping with excitement brought a sudden pang of joy to my heart. He likely couldn’t remember flying as a coldblood, but he was getting to relive the experience as though it were the very first time. It made me miss my own wings.

      “Now, do you think you can hold one of your friends while you fly?” Cambien asked, shouting up to the wheeling figure in the air.

      Bashrik nodded. “Sure! Where are they going?”

      “They’re heading back to their ship for a brief spell, and as their guide, you are to go with them, to ensure no harm comes to them,” Cambien instructed, not missing a beat. “We still need them to help us out up here.”

      Bashrik smiled. “Thank you for these, Cambien! I’d forgotten what it felt like. It’s not quite the same as being in my true form, but it sure feels close.”

      Cambien flashed me a look that said “moron,” but I thought it was sweet.

      “Thank you for doing that,” I said.

      “Just make sure you come back. Don’t make me regret breaking my rule for you,” he replied, a serious look taking over his face.

      “Your rule?”

      “Never do a good deed for an outsider,” he explained.

      I smiled. “I won’t make you regret it, Cambien.”

      “You know, your boyfriend doesn’t like me,” he remarked, reverting to his usual creepy self.

      “Can you blame him?” I countered, as Bashrik landed back on the solid black plateau of the crater.

      Cambien chuckled. “Do you want to know why he doesn’t like me?”

      “Because you’re arrogant, and you keep flirting with his girlfriend?”

      He leaned in close. “Those might be factors, but the truth is, he’s terrified I will make you see what he really is, by offering you an alternative. I have never killed another living being in my entire life, nor do I have a quick temper. Tell me, are those qualities you look for in a lover?”

      “We’re done here,” I snapped. “We’ll be back when we’re finished on the ship. In the meantime, I suggest you adjust your attitude, before it’s you who finds yourself on the receiving end of his blade.”

      Cambien’s cold laughter followed me as I strode away from him. I felt my cheeks redden with anger and embarrassment. Forcing myself to ignore his words, knowing they were intended to pick away at my mind, I walked up to Navan and wrapped my arms around his waist, nestling close to his chest.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked, stroking my hair.

      “Yeah, we just need to get going. I don’t want to be around that perv anymore.”

      “Your wish is my command,” Navan said, unleashing his wings, their shadows stretching out behind him. “Bashrik, do you want to take one or two?” he asked, looking over at his brother, who was admiring the membrane of his own wings.

      Bashrik looked up excitedly. “Two. I want to really test these babies out!”

      With a sad laugh, Navan nodded, before lifting off from the crater’s surface, gripping me tight in his arms. Cambien was watching us, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to let him get to me, not now, not ever. That was what he wanted.

      “This reminds me of those first days,” I murmured against his neck, as I clung on. The wind rushed past us, whipping through my hair, refreshing my sweaty, weary face.

      He smiled. “You still glad you met me?” he asked, his tone carrying a hint of worry.

      “Of course I am,” I insisted. “Why would you ask that?”

      “I overheard what Cambien said to you,” he explained solemnly. “I’m not sure I could lose my brother and my girlfriend, both in one day.”

      I clung tighter. “You will never lose me, Navan. Cambien doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Everything he says is a way of manipulating people. It’s probably how he got people to follow him in the first place. He’s charismatic, but he’s an idiot,” I whispered, kissing Navan’s cheek.

      “I just don’t want you to think of me as a monster,” he said.

      “I could never think that,” I promised. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Navan murmured.

      We flew the rest of the way in relative silence, with Bashrik flying close by, gripping Lauren and Angie in his arms. Lauren looked terrified, her eyes squeezed shut for fear of being dropped, but Angie looked thrilled to be so close to Bashrik, cuddled into his side, her arms wrapped tightly around him.

      At least he hasn’t forgotten how he feels about you, Angie, I thought. I hoped he never would, not now that it was out in the open.

      Fifteen minutes later, we arrived at the clearing where the Vanquish sat, its silver shell gleaming in the Zaian sunlight. Just seeing it sent a shiver of dread through me. Pandora was waiting for us in there, and we had no idea what she wanted. She had said we needed to debrief, but we had nothing further to offer her, in terms of our mission progression. What could we be debriefing about? Perhaps she wanted to object to what Navan had offered to do, to reverse the opaleine corruption. Killing coldbloods in place of Draconians would undoubtedly be an issue in her book. I supposed we were about to find out.

      Touching down, we made our way up to the bay doors and rapped on the outer hull, the bangs echoing within the ship. A few minutes later, there was a crackle over the intercom, with Pandora’s voice following straight after. Bashrik looked startled at the sound in his ear, but kept quiet, his brow furrowed in contemplation.

      “I only want to speak with you three humans,” she demanded. “Your coldblood friends might be contagious.”

      “Weren’t you listening in? The plague can’t spread from person to person,” Navan insisted.

      Pandora scoffed. “If you believe a word those Draconians say, then you’re more of a fool than I thought. Send the humans aboard—they’re likely immune. You and Bashrik can take twenty paces backward and stay there until I say otherwise.”

      Bashrik looked like he was about to say something in retaliation to the comment about Draconians, but Navan clamped a hand over his mouth. All of us glanced nervously at each other, not exactly thrilled at the prospect of going in there alone, with no Vysanthean strength to back us up. Worried, I sought out Navan’s eyes, sensing his anxiety. Even Bashrik looked uneasy, and he only had half an idea of what was going on.

      No matter our feelings, we had to obey Pandora’s orders. We couldn’t just wait out here in a bizarre stalemate. Nor could we discuss anything among ourselves, thanks to the continual presence of the earpieces. I was beginning to really loathe those little devices.

      “I said twenty paces, coldbloods!” Pandora insisted. “Don’t keep me waiting. My patience is wearing thin!”

      Navan released his hold on Bashrik’s mouth. Slowly, the pair of them stepped backward. They were taking tiny footsteps, their attempt at twenty paces only taking them a short distance from the bay doors, where they could rush in if we needed them. However, I knew it was a fruitless exercise. Pandora was terrified of the virus, and no amount of convincing would make her believe it wasn’t contagious—I doubted she would leave the front door wide open behind us.

      No, if we ended up in trouble, we were going to have to deal with it ourselves. I just wished I could speak to my friends, to get some reassurance and offer some in return. Instead, all we had were determined expressions and worried eyes.

      I wished I at least had a weapon with me, but they were all in storage, stowed away on the Vanquish. Pandora would never allow a detour before we met with her, especially not one that led to the armory. If only we’d landed on a planet that didn’t value pacifism. Then, we could’ve pilfered something to defend ourselves. It was too late to do anything about it now.

      “We’re ready when you are,” I said.

      “You know where to find me,” she remarked, the hiss of the intercom falling silent.

      A second later, the bay doors lifted, the gangplank descending to the ground. The three of us took a few steps back to avoid getting squashed. As soon as it touched the grass, locking into place with a squeal of hydraulics, the three of us headed up into the belly of the ship. Pausing on the threshold, I took one last look back at Navan and Bashrik, before the bay doors began to rise again.
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      Pandora?” I called out. The main chamber of the Vanquish was completely empty. I knew she’d be hiding in the cockpit, in case of contagion.

      A screen came down from the ceiling, showing Pandora staring back at us. “Go into the cubicles on the right,” she instructed, as three doors slid open in the chrome walls of the ship.

      I glanced at my friends, my fear mirrored on their faces. It all felt too risky, like we were walking headfirst into a trap. Tiny cubicles weren’t exactly comforting at the best of times, but when they belonged to a woman like Pandora, they were freaking terrifying.

      “Why?” Angie blurted out.

      Pandora sighed through the monitor, her voice crackling. “You need to be decontaminated, just in case. Now, step into the cubicles.”

      “Why do I feel like she’s about to gas us?” I murmured, as we reluctantly made our way over to the three cubicles. For the first time, I could see other hairline indents in the side of the ship’s interior walls, where more of these decontamination chambers must have been kept tucked away.

      “I heard that!” Pandora barked, her sharp voice making me flinch.

      “Do we just get in?” Lauren asked, her back to the screen.

      “Yes, just get in!” Pandora replied impatiently. More and more, this was feeling like a mistake.

      Taking a deep breath, I stepped into my chamber, and the other two stepped into theirs. Immediately, the door came down, sealing me into a room. It was barely wider than me, with no windows allowing a view into the main room, the chrome walls closing in, making me feel claustrophobic. It was everything I could do not to scream and bang against the door, but I got the sense that was exactly what she wanted. Pandora wanted to rattle us before she spoke to us.

      I was just taking another breath in, not knowing how much oxygen I had left in the tiny room, when jets of powdery air shot out of the ceiling and up through the floor, blasting me with a chemical-scented haze. I spluttered, closing my mouth, trying to shield my eyes from whatever was pouring through the vents. It tasted poisonous.

      Five minutes of uncomfortable wheezing later, the jets stopped abruptly and the door slid back up, releasing us out into the ship. The chemical scent was almost twice as strong in the main chamber, making me realize she’d probably sprayed that as well, to be on the safe side.

      Staggering out of the next chamber along, Angie emerged, looking deeply affronted. “You could’ve warned us about the jets!” she shouted, some of the powder still clinging to her blond curls.

      “Sorry, must have slipped my mind.” Pandora’s voice cut across the main room of the ship as she exited the cockpit, wearing a smug smile.

      “That stuff could have poisoned us, Pandora. We don’t have the same resilience to chemicals that you coldbloods have,” Lauren remarked, furious in her own, more quiet way.

      Pandora shrugged. “I figured your suffering was better than me contracting a Zaian virus. It was a risk I was willing to take.”

      I thought about throwing in my two cents of irritation, but I held my tongue. Pandora seemed to be in a surprisingly calm mood; there wasn’t much point in ruining that, not for the sake of a comeback.

      “Why did you ask us back to the ship? Did you not get our message?” I asked, focusing on the mission instead. The sooner we were finished here, the sooner we could get back to Cambien and reverse the opaleine corruption.

      She smiled. “I did, and there are one or two things I’m not too happy with, as I’m sure you can imagine. Your plan is not to my taste, but we will get to that in a moment. As for bringing you back here, I felt I needed to discuss matters with you where I can see you.”

      “Haven’t you been listening through our earpieces?” Lauren replied. I did find it strange that Pandora should need to bring us all here, to talk face-to-face. If she had a problem with the reversal process we’d agreed on, why hadn’t she just told us so over the devices? She could have done it at any time, but she’d remained silent on the subject.

      From her blank expression, I still couldn’t figure out whether she knew about the conversation I’d had with Cambien or not. She was giving nothing away, but then, she was good at that. For years, she had managed to masquerade as someone she wasn’t, infiltrating Queen Brisha’s court, pretending to be her right-hand woman. Fooling us was child’s play to her.

      She shrugged. “Here and there, when I haven’t been busy with other things.”

      A creeping sense of doubt crawled through me, twisting my stomach into knots. I’d have felt much safer with Navan and Bashrik here, or a weapon in my hand, so I could at least defend myself against any sneak attack she might try. Discreetly, I glanced around the room for something I could use, but the walls were bare; there wasn’t even a stick to beat her with.

      Pandora, naturally, was armed with a gun on one hip and a knife on the other. She was always ready for a fight.

      “Get me up to speed on what you’ve been doing in my absence. I want to hear it from your own mouths,” she instructed, sitting down on one of the benches that ran through the center of the room. I got the feeling she wasn’t inviting us to sit. It was a power play, her taking the lower ground purely to show us how vulnerable and powerless we were. She could have rolled over on her back, and we wouldn’t have been able to make a move against her.

      Casting a glance at each other, we told her what had happened since the last time we’d spoken, when we’d informed her of our desire to reverse the opaleine corruption and save the Draconians from a genocide led by her guns. We explained about the Pyros, and how we’d seen the reversal with our own eyes, after Bashrik got sick.

      “That explains the mindless babbling,” she mused. “It has addled his mind, no?”

      Angie’s cheeks flushed. “No, it hasn’t ‘addled’ his mind. He’ll be just fine. It’s a temporary side effect,” she insisted, though we had no evidence to prove his confused thoughts would ever go away.

      Probably sensing our friend’s temper was about to flare, Lauren quickly continued to tell Pandora that we had just been about to leave, to begin the process of reversing the corruption, when she had called us back to the ship.

      “Poor timing on my part, I suppose,” Pandora replied sarcastically. “Or, perhaps, my timing was perfect.” A strange expression glittered in her eyes, setting my nerves on edge.

      She must have known what we were about to do when she called us back, wanting to stop us from starting. I mean, she could hear every word we said—it’s why I’d presumed she had no issue with the opaleine reversal, since she hadn’t made her objections known to us, over the earpieces. Now, however, it seemed we might have been wrong. It was exactly her style to wait until the last moment, dragging us right back to square one.

      “You don’t want us to reverse the corruption? Is that why we’re here?” I asked.

      “The Draconians are an odd species, aren’t they?” Pandora asked, ignoring me as she rose from her seat. “I’ve been watching them from the windows of the observation deck. You get quite the view from there—a very clear picture of things.”

      A chill shivered through my every nerve ending as her last words landed. You could have heard a pin drop. The Note. Pandora knew about the Note device hidden down the side of the armchair in the observation deck. That was the only explanation for all of this, and yet she remained remarkably calm, her face a picture of serenity.

      It was a game, to see who would be the first to break.

      “The view in space is better,” I replied, clearing my throat.

      She smiled coolly. “I don’t doubt that, Riley, though I have seen enough of the universe to last me a lifetime,” she said. “Now, if you would all like to join me on the observation deck, I have something to show you.”

      “What is it?” Lauren asked. From her strained expression, I could tell she was having the same thoughts as me. Angie, too.

      “Well, as I said, I’ve been observing the Draconian temple closely, and there are several excellent entrances that we might use,” she began, moving toward the hallway that led to the observation deck. “We should decide which ones we will funnel a portion of the population through. Naturally, we’ll have to take some of them as blood slaves, given what you said earlier. However, once we have enough, we can throw in some poison gas, let that get to work, and destroy the rest of the populace from the air, once we’re far enough away.”

      The three of us stared at Pandora, utterly aghast. How could she do that? How could she stand there, so nonchalant, and talk about murdering an entire race of people?

      “But you said you’d let us try and find another way! We found another way, Pandora,” I argued, venom dripping from my words.

      She smiled icily. “Plans have changed.”

      “What do you mean, ‘plans have changed’? We have a way to uncorrupt the opaleine. Why wouldn’t you choose a path of peace over murdering innocents? That doesn’t make any sense, Pandora!” Lauren fired back, her hands balling into fists.

      “My people are innocents in this! They have been locked up for years, and they are to meet the cold hand of execution upon release? I don’t think so,” she countered. We froze in a stalemate.

      “It might not be the ideal situation, but the genocide of an entire species is not the answer, you murderous psychopath!” Angie yelled, eliciting a cold laugh from Pandora. “Besides, it’s up to the Draconians what they do with your people, and they’ve made their decision!”

      “Regardless, I will not allow it to happen. And I am not a psychopath, Angie. In fact, I’m thinking very logically, though I can understand your disappointment. Peace always seems like the better option, until your enemies come and seek revenge,” she reasoned. “In life, there are winners and losers, and today is not Zai’s lucky day.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I hissed. “Why bring down more suffering on their heads? Haven’t your kind done enough to these people?”

      She shrugged, the action making me want to swipe at her face. “Blame your boyfriend, Riley.”

      My eyes narrowed. “What has Navan got to do with this?”

      “He’s the one who changed my mind. After hearing how eager he was to kill his own kind, I decided not to permit it. I will not allow Vysanthean blood to be spilled on foreign soil, and certainly not at the hand of another Vysanthean,” she replied, her voice carrying a challenge.

      “Why the hell not? That’s like your national sport, isn’t it—killing each other?” Angie retorted.

      Pandora laughed for a moment, before her face morphed into a terrifying mask of anger. “I heard your new friend say what that plague had done to those poor coldbloods. Even we could not manufacture a torture more disgusting,” she spat. “Kill an enemy, by all means, but do not lock them up inside themselves, unable to move, resigned to being nothing more than spectators in their own lives. That is barbaric.”

      “Once we reverse it, they’ll never use the plague again—they won’t have a reason to. Let’s just call it an eye for an eye, and end this stupid conflict,” I said coldly, unable to believe the self-righteous garbage coming out of Pandora’s mouth. Yes, what the Pyros had done was wrong, but they had already been punished enough for that mistake.

      I mean, I didn’t like the idea of killing under any circumstances, but the Draconians had earned the right to decide what to do with the opaleine-encased coldbloods—if they wanted Navan to kill them, that was their decision. He had offered to be the executioner, and it was the only way to stop more death and destruction. As much as it pained me to say it, it was the lesser of two evils.

      “The plan has changed,” Pandora repeated firmly. “Now, join me on the observation deck.” It was not a request.

      Walking down the hallway, my chest still burning with rage and my friends equally furious, I eyed the weapons on either side of Pandora’s hips. I tried to pinpoint the perfect Aksavdo move that would allow me to take her by surprise and obtain one of the weapons. Grabbing both would be too difficult, but I could manage one. The knife was my best bet, since that was where my skills lay, but even that presented a problem. If I took the knife, that would leave Pandora with the gun, which was more effective at long range and would give her a distinct advantage over us. Not to mention the fact that she was stronger than me in almost every way and had the inhuman speed of a coldblood.

      If I took the knife, I’d have something to fight with, but I’d probably have a gunshot wound to the chest, too. Glancing at Angie and Lauren, I saw they were doing the same, exchanging knowing looks with me, then turning their gazes toward the weapons on Pandora’s hips. It seemed we were all on the same page as far as disarming the purple-haired witch. It was just a matter of timing.

      A few minutes later, we arrived at the entrance of the observation deck. Striding into the room after Pandora, expecting to see the familiar sight of the temple, the three of us froze in our tracks. The sight that met us chilled me to the bone.

      Inside the room, the furniture had been torn to shreds, everything upside down and inside out, not a single thing unturned. I’d been right all along. Pandora had found the Note. We had been found out.

      I whirled around, preparing to sprint for the exit, but the door came hurtling down, locking fast, trapping us inside. Pandora stood in front of us, silhouetted in the light coming through the windows. In her hand, she held the Note.

      “So you planned to betray me? I can’t say I’m surprised, though I was secretly hoping you might prove me wrong,” she said with menacing softness. “Which plan did you prefer—kicking me out of the airlock? Abandoning me on Zai? Infecting me with that hideous virus? I was surprised to find this, in all honesty. After all, I am the one who holds the key to your return home. Whyever would you risk that?”

      “Pandora, we can—” I began, but she cut me off.

      “What, you can explain?” She flashed me a withering look. “I heard most of what you said to your scaly friend, when you thought I wasn’t listening. It got me thinking—how have they discussed this with one another, without me knowing about it? Then I remembered how frequently you all seemed to come here. My cameras faced the back of your heads, didn’t they? A rookie error on my part, but it made me realize I had created the perfect place for you to communicate in secret,” she continued. “It did not take me long to—”

      “NOW!” I roared, and the three of us surged forward, taking Pandora by surprise mid-speech.

      Reaching down, I yanked the knife from its sheath, just as Pandora’s fist collided with my head, the vicious blow sending me crashing to the ground. Disoriented, I tried to get back up, but my head was dizzy, black spots partially blinding my vision. A ricochet of pain splintered through my skull, making me cry out.

      With me down, Angie seized the gun, but Pandora was one step ahead. She knocked the gun out of Angie’s hand, sending it skittering across the room, where it hit the window pane on the far side. Lauren sprinted after the weapon, but Pandora was way faster, snatching it up before Lauren was even close. My friend tried to turn back around, away from Pandora, but the floor was too slippery. Gripping the gun, Pandora moved forward and caught Lauren in a headlock, twisting her around until she called out in pain. Staring directly at me, the purple-haired coldblood pressed the gun to Lauren’s temple.

      A split second later, Angie barreled toward her, trying to ram her in the side. Throwing the gun up into the air, Pandora grabbed Angie by her blond curls and wrestled her down to the floor. It all happened so fast, but when she stood up again, catching the gun deftly in her hand, her boot was pressed to my friend’s skull. And, by the looks of it, she was giving it some force.

      I stumbled to my feet, leaning one hand against the window to steady myself.

      Pandora had both my friends in her grasp, and all I had was a knife. An incredibly sharp one, yes, but if it missed, that wouldn’t matter. Lauren’s struggling form was more or less covering all of Pandora’s upper body, and I couldn’t hit the coldblood in the thigh without causing her to smash Angie’s head with her foot. There was only one place I could aim for. If I threw the knife, I had one shot.

      I shifted into my throwing stance, my head throbbing,

      “I could easily kill them both, Riley,” Pandora warned, a glint in her eye. “But where would be the fun in that?”

      “Just… stop it. You need… us,” I rasped.

      She smirked. “I do not need all of you,” she said. “So I will give you the choice, Riley: which of your friends is less important to you? Which one is the most dispensable?”

      I glared at Pandora, my attention diverted by Angie’s muffled shouting. “Me! I’m the useless one!” she yelled.

      “No, I am—choose me!” Lauren countered frantically, trying to buck away from Pandora’s vise-like grip.

      I didn’t know what to do. There was no way I was picking between my friends, but everyone was shouting, and it was all so confusing. Every time I glanced down at Angie, all I could picture was Pandora squashing her head like a watermelon. But, when I looked at Lauren, all I could see was Pandora twisting her neck until it snapped or firing off a round into her temple. I couldn’t let any of those things happen.

      “Choose Lauren! She’s better with gravity!” Angie called out, confusing me even more.

      Lauren nodded. “Choose me! I won’t topple under the pressure!” she yelled. My foggy mind cleared as I caught on to their meaning.

      “Let Lauren go!” I said frantically, gripping the hilt of the knife in my sweating palms.

      “Good choice,” Pandora remarked, roughly shoving Lauren forward. The momentum sent her slightly off balance, giving Angie the opportunity to surge upward, knocking her off her feet. As she collapsed on the floor, Pandora raised the gun to her attacker, but I was ready for her. I let the knife fly, praying my aim was true. It sliced through her trigger finger, the savage blade cutting it clean off. She dropped the gun in horror as blood spurted from the wound.

      I felt a surge of triumphant adrenaline. It had been a one-in-a-million shot, but I’d made it.

      I sprinted toward Pandora, snatching up the fallen knife before pinning her to the ground, raising the blade to deliver the final blow. My hands were shaking, my breath coming in short, sharp bursts. I was staring down at my enemy, knowing I had to kill her… and yet, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t bring my hands down. Lauren picked up the gun that had clattered to the ground and aimed it at Pandora’s head.

      “Say your last words, Pandora,” she threatened, her finger moving to squeeze the bloodied trigger.

      “Wait!” Pandora yelled. “I have information about Earth!”

      “You’re lying,” I said, but I hesitated.

      It was all the time she needed. Before I knew what was happening, she had headbutted me as hard as she could and thrown me off her. Lauren tried to fire at her, but the trigger was too slippery, the mechanism refusing to work. Sprinting for the door, Pandora jabbed in a code, which raised it quickly, and she disappeared out into the hallway.

      Lauren tried to shoot her again, pulling down hard on the trigger. The gun fired, Lauren staggering back with the recoil, but the bullet pinged off the wall, narrowly missing Pandora’s retreating shoulder. I raced for the door, knowing she would try to close it again to keep us trapped inside.

      “Riley!” Angie called, but I ignored her.

      On the other side of the threshold, Pandora was punching a code into the control panel, just as I’d suspected. A second later, the hydraulics whirred as the door came crashing down once more. Diving for the rapidly narrowing gap, I rolled through, just as it closed with a deafening thud.

      Pandora charged down the corridor ahead of me, unaware of my presence on the floor behind her. Shaking off my roaring headache, I struggled to my feet and set off in hot pursuit, leaving Angie and Lauren behind. I would have to face Pandora on my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I’d caught up with her, feeling completely bruised and battered, Pandora had reached the cockpit. Believing we were all trapped on the observation deck, she’d left the door up. She was hunched over the controls, wrapping her finger in a strip of fabric she’d ripped from her shirt. Keeping my eyes on her back, I crept toward the open hatch, praying she didn’t notice the sound of my boots on the metal floor.

      The ship lurched forward unexpectedly, the vibrations of the engine juddering through my already-shaky legs. We were taking off. I slipped into the shadows of the cockpit.

      Her hands darted across the control panel, the ship swinging to the right, the front windows turning to face the Draconian temple head-on. Any explosion, at such point-blank range, would decimate the site. Glancing back to the controls, I saw the flash of the button that primed the cannons blinking to the right of the screen. She punched it, and I felt the mechanical clunk as they reared up, preparing to fire.

      A strange whine filled the air as the blast-cannons charged to full capacity. All Pandora had to do was slam her four-fingered hand down on the auto-fire button, and Freya’s temple would be a pile of dust within minutes. I wouldn’t stand around and wait for that to happen, not after everything we’d promised them. The Draconians were not going to suffer again because of a Vysanthean’s actions.

      Gripping the knife in my hand, I took a deep breath. My body was still shaking with adrenaline, but I could make the shot. There was a clear gap between me and Pandora, and she had no idea I was here. If I could make a one-in-a-million shot, I could make this easy throw. Pandora’s gaze was fixed on the control panel, her face twisting into a pained grimace with every movement she made with her injured hand.

      Lifting the knife, I felt everything go still. This was it. If I could take her out now, then nobody would have to suffer because of her, ever again. My muscles flinched as I flung the knife forward, the blade leaving my hand, hurtling toward its target.

      It was mere inches from Pandora’s neck when she whirled around, knocking the blade clean out of the air, sending it rocketing back in the opposite direction. I ducked, and the knife thudded into the metal wall behind me, propelled by Pandora’s immense strength. I turned sharply to retrieve it, yanking as hard as I could, but the blade was embedded too deep.

      “Nice try,” Pandora growled, moving toward me.

      I glanced around in a panic. I needed something to defend myself with, but there were no guns, no knives, no bazookas tucked away that I could use. My eyes rested on a blue fire extinguisher fastened to the wall on my left. Lunging for it, I snatched it off the wall and pointed it at Pandora’s face, pressing down on the top button and releasing a dense mist.

      Her hands flew to her face, and it was exactly the moment of distraction I’d hoped for, though the chemicals in the spray strung my eyes, too. Ignoring the burn, I swung the heavy extinguisher at Pandora’s head with every ounce of strength I had, catching her hard in the side of the face, the metal smacking into her temple with a sickening thud. She swayed from side to side, dazed, her hands gripping the control panel.

      Her gaze was foggy as she stared up at me and laughed. “You’re too late. You are always too late, human,” she wheezed.

      Glancing at the control panel, I forced my mind to focus. The ship was fixed on autopilot, and I had no idea how to set the ship back down on the ground. Bashrik and Navan were the ones who knew how to fly these things. We’d told Queen Brisha I could fly the Vanquish if things went awry but, in truth, I had no clue how to man something of this size, with a seemingly different set of controls. If it were a fighter ship, it would’ve been different, but I was just as likely to crash into the temple as save it from destruction. I did, however, understand Vysanthean weapons systems. I could stop the cannons, but I would need some time to find the right controls on the screen in front of me. Time that I didn’t have, while Pandora was still around. If she managed to break free of her disorientation, it would take a second for her to regain control of the ship. No, if I wanted to turn the cannons off, I needed to get her off this ship first, where she’d have no way of turning them back on.

      “Move!” I shoved her toward the cockpit exit. She staggered forward, a trickle of blood meandering from her ear canal. By some miracle, I’d managed to cause some real damage, but it wouldn’t hold her off for long. I didn’t have the code to the isolation chamber or the med-bay, but I did know one door that stayed unlocked.

      The airlock was my safest bet.

      I opened the interior door and pushed Pandora inside. She tumbled to the ground, sinking down to her knees. It would only buy me a few minutes to contact Navan and Bashrik, but they could capture her once she escaped through the exterior door to the ground not far below.

      “A taste of my own medicine?” Pandora said as the hatch slammed down again.

      “Something like that,” I remarked, sprinting back toward the cockpit. Panting, I looked through the window at the horrifying scene beyond. Beams of energy roared away from the ship, firing down at the temple and all those within. They pummeled into the far side of the building. An entire section crumbled away to nothing, the minarets turning to dust.

      Scanning the panel frantically, I looked for anything that might stop the cannons, but the symbols weren’t clear. This was probably the exact reason Pandora had kept me away from these controls—I couldn’t be trusted on the main system.

      My heart pounding faster, I scrutinized the control panel for anything that might help me. The button in the top left corner looked familiar. I’d seen the symbol in training before. Pressing it quickly, a drop-down weapons menu appeared on the screen, with several buttons flashing at once. It reminded me of something I’d seen in an advanced fighter ship during aerial training back on Vysanthe.

      Focusing, I pressed the buttons in a set sequence, drawing from what I’d learned on the training field, and from what Pandora herself had taught me about the controls. I had no idea if it would work on this warship, but I was hopeful.

      As soon as I pressed the last button, silence descended. The whine of the charging engines ceased immediately, the cannons coming to a halt. Meanwhile, the ship stayed hovering, the engines thrumming in autopilot. I let out a sigh of relief, though I couldn’t see how much of the temple remained. The smoke was too thick, obscuring my view.

      Turning back to the control panel, I pressed another button that seemed familiar. It held the symbol for communications, which I’d seen countless times before on Vysanthean devices. A moment later, four lines appeared on the screen.

      “Navan, Bashrik, can you hear me?” I asked.

      A voice crackled through. “Riley, is that you?” Navan replied. I’d never been so happy to hear someone’s voice.

      “I stopped the cannons, but I can’t set this thing down! And Pandora is on the loose—I had to get her out of the ship. I put her in the airlock, but she’ll have escaped by now. The two of you need to go after her!” I said rapidly, my eyes staring out through the window at the crumbling walls of the temple. The smoke had cleared. It broke my heart to see it in that state, black plumes rising up from the shattered stone, all of its minarets destroyed. A gaping hole stood where the entrance doors had once been, but much of the temple was still intact beyond it.

      I heard him conferring anxiously with Bashrik.

      “The Draconians are already gathering to pull the ship back down to the ground. They wanted to drag it down to make the cannons stop, but Bashrik is trying to convince them to help us now. As you can imagine, they’re angry… You may feel a couple of jolts,” he explained. It was better than me trying to land the ship and causing more damage.

      “Go after Pandora! We can’t afford her having too much of a head start!” I warned.

      “We’re on our way to find her. Are you all okay?” Navan pressed.

      “We will be,” I promised, before switching off the comms.

      Right now, I needed to get my friends out of the observation deck, and I had a bright idea for how to do it. Tearing down the corridor and through the main chamber of the ship, I sprinted along the hallways until I reached the closed hatch I’d rolled under. Stepping up to the panel, I typed in the code I’d used on the airlock, which opened most doors on the ship. The only one it didn’t open, unfortunately, was the isolation chamber. I’d have loved nothing more than to shove Pandora in there as a bit of sweet justice, but she was the only one with that password. To my relief, the general code opened the door to the observation deck too—Pandora hadn’t tampered with it. The metal door shot up, revealing the shocked faces of my two best friends.

      “Riley!” they cried in unison, hurrying over to where I stood. I gripped them in my arms, not wanting to let go.

      “What the hell happened?” Lauren asked, holding my face in her hands.

      I grimaced. “Pandora’s on the loose. We need to go after her.”

      “We were so worried! We thought you were going to lose an arm, Indiana Jones-ing it under that door!” Angie chided. “How did she get out?”

      “I’ll explain everything later, but right now we need to get to the bay doors. The Draconians are pulling the ship down,” I urged, ushering them out of the observation deck.

      “I wish I could watch them pull it down,” Angie remarked breathlessly as we sprinted along. I imagined her gawking at the bulging biceps of the Draconians, though only when Bashrik wasn’t looking.

      I glanced at her, dumbfounded. That girl could think about men at any time of day, even with danger lurking over our heads. “Never mind you looking at them, Ange. We’ll have to find a tasty morsel for Lauren,” I teased, though my heart wasn’t in it. All I could think about was the terrible loss the Draconians had just endured, watching part of their holy site get blown to pieces by Vysanthean cannons.

      Lauren shook her head. “I’m not sure about a man with scales. I like my men less lizard-y.”

      We were quiet as we reached the main chamber of the Vanquish. I keyed in the code that opened the bay door. This time, with the ship safely on the ground, the hatch opened. Waiting on the grass beyond were Cambien and the other Pyros, many of whom were tugging on thick ropes strung across the top of the ship, hauling it down to the ground. With the engines still going, they needed to keep it strapped down until someone could turn the power off.

      Navan and Bashrik hurried up the gangplank as soon as it was fully released.

      I frowned at them. “What are you two still doing here? I told you to get after Pandora!”

      “We’ve sent some of the Pyros after her. Bashrik figured you might need some help stopping the engines, and I needed to see that you were okay,” Navan explained. “Is Pandora injured?”

      I nodded. “I hit her in the head pretty hard. She was woozy when I left her, so hopefully she won’t be as quick.”

      “Good. We should be able to track her down,” he replied, though he didn’t seem entirely convinced. “Bashrik, stop the engines. I’m going to take off after Pandora—join me when you’re done.” He took off down the gangplank, disappearing around the side of the ship. Bashrik moved toward the cockpit, the layout second nature to him despite his Draconian delusions.

      “Let’s find that evil bitch!” I shouted, following Navan down the gangplank, with Angie and Lauren in hot pursuit. He’d already vanished by the time we reached the spot where Cambien stood. Regardless, I wasn’t going to stand around waiting for someone to tell me what to do. I already knew what had to be done. Pandora was on the loose, and we had to catch her.
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      Have there been any leads? Does anyone know which direction she went?” I asked frantically, turning to Cambien, who wore a troubled look on his face.

      He shook his head. “My people are out searching for her, but we’ve heard nothing yet.” His amber eyes bored into me. “How did she get out?”

      “She escaped through the airlock on the other side of the ship. We need to find her as quickly as possible, before she does something terrible,” I explained rapidly. “Remember the rebels I told you about? If she gets word to them, your planet is doomed.”

      “I’m clever enough to have figured that out, Riley. What I want to know is, how did she get out of that tin can?” he asked sternly.

      “Look, we just need to find her. Getting her out of there was the only way to stop the cannons,” I said, knowing we were wasting time.

      My answer seemed to placate Cambien, who barked orders at the remaining Pyros. “Chase the female coldblood and bring her back here!”

      Watching them disperse, I wished the Draconians could take their true forms, knowing it would take half the time to scour the landscape if everyone had wings.

      Bashrik came down the gangplank, and I gestured for him to come over.

      “Will you head up and get an aerial view of things? Pandora can’t have gone that far,” I said.

      “If she’s nearby, we’ll find her,” he promised. “Don’t do anything stupid down here. If you find her, call for backup,” he added, darting in to kiss Angie on the hand, no doubt following some unspoken Draconian code of chivalry. She looked at him strangely, smiling a little.

      “I will,” I assured him.

      “There’s no way I’m letting her do anything to my home planet!” Bashrik added before taking off, his leathery wings stirring up a gust of wind and dust.

      Cambien rested his hand on my arm, attracting my attention. “I have one piece of operable opaleine left, from reviving your muddled friend,” he said. “It will permit me to take my true form and use my firelung for a restricted amount of time. It’s not much, but we need more eyes in the sky.”

      “If you’ve got it, use it. We need every advantage we can get our hands on,” I replied. “Do you have two Pyros you can spare, to guard my friends during the search?” I asked, looking to Angie and Lauren.

      “We’ll be fine together,” Lauren insisted, but I wasn’t taking any more risks.

      “No, I want you to have a Draconian with you,” I replied, leveling my gaze at Cambien.

      He bowed his head. “I have two of my finest, Raien and Lysana,” he said, beckoning two Draconians over to where he stood. To my surprise, they were the two I’d seen laughing at my expense, after asking one of them for help finding Cambien. Now, however, they seemed only too eager to assist. “Protect these two on the search for this purple-haired coldblood,” Cambien demanded. The two Draconians nodded in understanding.

      Angie eyed the blue-scaled female distrustfully. “Are you coming with us?” she asked me.

      “I’m going to check the underside of the ship, in case she’s hiding under there,” I explained, gesturing at the Vanquish. Pandora was smart—she would know we were coming after her. To me, the best place to hide would be in plain sight, but I had no idea if that was the route she would follow.

      “I’ll come with you, Riley,” Cambien insisted. “I will be your bodyguard.”

      Ordinarily, his presence at my side would have irked me, but I was in no place to argue. We all needed support to track down Pandora, and Cambien was as strong as he was lecherous.

      “Fine, but we need to get going,” I urged.

      “Be careful,” Lauren said.

      Angie nodded. “Call for backup—don’t try and be a hero, okay? That goes for you, too, Commander Scales.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I promised.

      Cambien grinned wolfishly. “I knew I’d win you over in the end.”

      Angie rolled her eyes, refusing to respond to his remark. With that, my two friends set off, diverging to either side of the Vanquish with their Draconian guards in tow.

      I was about to set foot on the gangplank when terrified screams erupted behind me, ricocheting up my spine. Worshippers poured out of the crumbling front entrance of the temple, their faces smeared with soot, many of them covered in a blue substance that I guessed was their blood. I stared at them in horror—they’d stayed in the temple, even with the roof caving in and the walls tumbling down. These people were as devout as it was possible to be; of course they would never abandon their temple. They would die first.

      “She’s in there!” I snapped, running for the ruined temple entrance, barging my way through the fleeing Draconians. Cambien was at my side, weaving through the injured worshippers.

      Inside, I rushed toward the sound of screaming, rounding a corner to find Pandora standing in the center of the cavernous prayer hall, cutting down Draconians with her bare hands. She extracted their blood with her fanged teeth, catching it in a large ceremonial bowl she had snatched up from the temple floor. Her wings were open wide, acting as two leathery nets to catch her fleeing victims.

      While some Draconians were running for the exit, far too many were still prostrate on the ground, huddled in their prayer positions. Evidently, they expected divine intervention, but I knew all they’d get was a slashed throat and a grisly end. Nobody was doing anything to stop Pandora, and she was showing no signs of letting up. The blue blood sloshed in the bowl in her hands.

      It was then I noticed Freya standing at the far end of the room, leading the remaining worshippers in prayer, her voice just audible through the screams. Her hands were clasped together, her eyes closed, and she was apparently oblivious to the chaos and destruction Pandora was wreaking upon her congregation.

      “This is ludicrous! There is piety, and then there is idiocy!” Cambien muttered, his eyes fixed on Freya’s angelic form.

      “We need to get these people out,” I whispered. Pandora still hadn’t seen us, though it would only be a matter of time.

      Pandora froze, her head lifting to look at the same sight that held Cambien so transfixed. Wiping her mouth on the back of her arm, she dumped her latest victim on the ground, making a beeline for Freya.

      “No!” Cambien hissed, his amber eyes glittering with rage.

      He pulled the last piece of uncorrupted opaleine from its hiding place and yanked down the collar of his tunic, revealing a notch in the center of his chest. He pressed the stone against the hollow, and his skin melded around it, his body twisting up in a pillar of fire.

      I staggered away from the intense heat, running for the shadowed walkway that cut down the side of the prayer hall, hoping I could reach it before Pandora caught sight of me. If she didn’t see me, I could launch a surprise attack. No time to call for backup now.

      Pandora whirled around at the sound of Cambien’s violent transformation, her eyes narrowing. Out of the raging fire, he emerged, his red scales glinting in the low candlelight of the temple hall. He really was enormous, his vast wings beating hard, sending a gust of fierce wind in her direction. Pandora didn’t even blink.

      Instead, she reached for a long candelabra that stood off to one side and snapped it in half across her thigh, leaving one jagged metal end. She sprinted straight at him, her wings outspread, her fangs and claws bared, the pointed end of her makeshift spear headed for his heart as she took flight.

      Cambien was ready for her, his sharp talons swiping for her face when she came too near. Within minutes, the candlestick had fallen from her hands, leaving them in a bare-knuckle brawl. Cambien had the size advantage, but Pandora was slight and agile, ducking under his wings and attacking from the back before he even had time to turn around. Even so, his blows to her body were crushing. The air filled with the sickening crack of breaking bones and the lash of his whipping tail as it snapped against her skin.

      I crept along in the darkness. For some crazy reason, the Draconians were continuing to pray while an aerial assault went on above their heads. I shook their shoulders gently and urged them to get out of the temple, while Pandora was distracted. Many of them took my advice, but others refused to move. Even so, I wasn’t deterred. I made my way through the worshippers, trying to get as many out as possible, keeping one eye on what was happening above me.

      I grimaced as Pandora landed a dropkick to the back of Cambien’s neck. His dragon head lurched forward, but he retaliated quickly, his scales providing a thick armor that appeared to be keeping him from any real harm.

      With a thunderous crack, his tail lashed against her, cutting clean through her dense military jacket. A deep welt appeared on the bare skin beneath. She winced, clutching at her side for a moment before lunging back at Cambien, striking at his face. Her boots hit him square in the snout, but he rallied fast, bringing his talons down on her shoulders, raking four deep gashes down her back, narrowly missing the stem where her wings began. A fraction closer, and she would have lost one.

      She cried out in agony, whirling around. “You scaly—” She didn’t get to finish, as Cambien swiped at her face, knocking her head to one side. Blood sprang from the cuts, but she wasn’t defeated yet. I could see the defiance on her face, and the hatred that burned for the Draconian race.

      “Is that everything you have?” Cambien taunted, his voice clear despite being so high up.

      “Not even close!” Pandora spat, surging toward the back of his head. With her clawed hands, she gripped on tight, lying flat against his spine, careful to avoid the protruding blades. She was trying to reach for his eyes, to blind him.

      Cambien bucked his neck back, swinging it hard from side to side, trying to dislodge her from his spine. He beat his wings, building up speed as he hurtled toward the ceiling and slammed into it. The whole building shook on impact. Chunks of ceiling rushed toward Pandora. She hit the painted stone with a gut-wrenching thud, her whole body seeming to crumble against it. A cracked silhouette was left in her wake as Cambien lowered himself down again.

      I gasped as Pandora toppled from Cambien’s neck, falling through the air, her wings flowing up with the rush of her descent. It made her look strangely like a seed pod tumbling from a tree, the wings cocooning her.

      She hit the ground with as much force as she had hit the ceiling, her limbs splayed out on the floor, a wheeze echoing from the back of her throat. Dark veins pulsed under her skin every few seconds, more persistent than I’d seen on any coldblood before. Even so, Vysantheans were even hardier than I’d given them credit for. Her chest was rising and falling. She was still alive.

      Cambien landed on the ground beside her with a weighty thump, remaining in his dragon form as he approached. I darted out of my shadowed hiding place, running for the spot where she had ended up. It wasn’t far, but I could see the anger shining in Cambien’s amber eyes, and I knew I had to get there before he did something he regretted.

      “Cambien, stop!” I roared, seeing him lower his snout to Pandora’s face, his jaws enveloping her skull. He was going to bite her head off. He paused at the sound of my voice, lifting his elegant neck.

      “She must be punished. Look at what she has done!” Cambien growled, his eyes flitting to the trail of dead and maimed Draconians that covered the prayer hall floor in despicable numbers. “Execution is the only fair retribution. She has given us no choice.”

      I shook my head. “Not by your hand, Cambien,” I said softly. “If you kill her, you stand to corrupt the opaleine forever. There won’t be any coming back from that.”

      “Then who?” Cambien growled, narrowing his eyes.

      I said nothing as I moved forward, until I was straddling both sides of the limp, barely moving Pandora. Bloodied welts covered her body, bruises blossoming beneath her gray skin, her veins pulsing ever harder.

      She blinked up at me, grimacing in pain. “Tell your… pet… to stand down!”

      I ignored her, sinking to my knees and leaning closer to her face. She had played every card she had, and now she had nothing left.

      “I really do know… a secret… about Earth,” she rasped.

      I shook my head, pulling out my blade and resting the point against her throat, where a particularly dark vein pulsed violently. “You’re lying,” I whispered. I readjusted my grip on the knife handle, my palms sweaty.

      “I’m not… lying.” A gurgle of laughter emerged from her throat. “And you don’t have… the guts to… kill—”

      She almost looked surprised as the knife glided across her neck, the razor-sharp blade slicing her throat open. Her eyes even glanced uselessly down as the blood poured from the wound, the pulse of her veins slowing until it eventually stopped. A rattle of breath hissed from her lungs. Her eyes glassed over as her entire body turned jet black for a moment, before slowly crumbling away to ash. An intense metallic, ozone smell rose up, infiltrating my senses.

      The blood sank into the fabric of my clothes, the dust of her clinging to me, but I made no move to stand. I couldn’t think, couldn’t feel, couldn’t understand what my hand had just done. It was like it belonged to someone else. Blood was everywhere, but I couldn’t connect it with reality. It felt as though I were seeing a movie scene play out in front of me, and this was a pool of corn syrup.

      “Riley?” Cambien murmured, his body returned to his half-form.

      I didn’t want to look at him.

      I was completely numb.
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      My hands were covered in blood. It oozed between my fingers, much of it splashed up my arms and across my face. I staggered out of the temple, barely noticing what lay ahead, or Cambien’s arm propping me up. All I could see was the final image of Pandora replaying in my mind—that horrifying look of quiet surprise crossing her face.

      And yet, I felt nothing. I had killed a person, but I felt no emotion running through my veins. My eyes weren’t filling with tears; my stomach wasn’t twisting with nausea. I didn’t feel sorrow, remorse, triumph, relief… I felt nothing. My heart was empty, my mind even emptier.

      “Riley, speak to me,” Cambien urged, but nothing in me seemed to want to function. I was having thoughts, but I couldn’t make my mouth open to speak. I feared what voice might come out, now that I was a monster. A murderous monster who had sliced open the throat of another living being.

      Instead of responding, I looked down to the blood drying rapidly on my hands. They didn’t look like my hands—they belonged to someone else. None of this had anything to do with me. This was all a bad dream from which I would soon awaken. I would never kill anyone. I’d already told myself that, when I’d been unable to kill Pandora before.

      A moment later, I became aware of the sound of boots pounding toward me on the grass. I lifted my head to see Navan running in my direction, his brow furrowed with concern. A quiet part of me wanted to close the gap between us and crumble in his arms, but that part of me no longer held sway over the rest of my head and heart.

      A memory flashed in my mind, raw and unexpected. I remembered a man speaking in a documentary I’d seen once about soldiers suffering from PTSD. I couldn’t quite recall which war he’d fought in, but he was old, his rheumy eyes desperately sad. The interviewer had asked him what it was like to kill a man, and he’d taken a moment before replying. In a sorrowful voice, he’d said, “When you take another person’s life, that person takes a little piece of your own with them.”

      I wondered if that was true. Right now, I didn’t feel like anything was missing, because I couldn’t feel anything at all. When Navan put his arms around me, I knew he was there, but it was like I wasn’t. I was watching it all from a distance, somehow.

      “Riley?” Navan murmured, holding my face in his hands. “Riley, what happened to you? Are you injured?”

      “It’s not my blood,” I replied, my tone matter-of-fact.

      He frowned, his eyes flickering with alarm. “Whose blood is it, Riley?”

      “Pandora’s,” I said. “I killed her.”

      “Why are you talking like that?” Navan pressed, staring deep into my eyes.

      I stared back. “What do you mean?”

      “Your voice—you don’t sound like yourself,” he explained. “What happened in there? Are you okay? Can I get you anything?”

      “I’m fine,” I replied. “I did what I had to do.”

      “Riley, stop it. You’re freaking me out,” he murmured, his hands trembling as they gripped my face.

      I gazed at him, though my mind was blank. “I’m not doing anything. I’m just telling you I’m fine.”

      Cambien stepped up, having politely given us some space. “I think she’s in shock, Navan,” he said, his voice low. It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d shouted it from the rooftops—my ears barely registered it.

      “What the hell happened?” Navan demanded.

      Cambien sighed. “It was a massacre in there. After Pandora got loose, she went on a killing spree in the temple. Riley killed Pandora so I didn’t have to, saving the future of the opaleine.”

      Navan looked at me. “How?” he asked, without turning back to Cambien.

      “A knife to the throat. Hence the blood,” Cambien replied for me, pulling a face. It seemed that, even for a more pro-violence Draconian, Cambien was still squeamish when it came to the actual act of spilling blood. I wondered how he was going to react to all those coldbloods dying, if Pandora’s demise had him so appalled.

      “I need a blanket. Do you have anything?” Navan asked.

      Cambien nodded, disappearing inside the temple. Meanwhile, Navan helped me over to a boulder in front of the tree line, a short distance from the landed Vanquish. The chunk of rock looked like it might once have been the head of a statue, but I wasn’t in the mood to scrutinize it.

      I had just sat down when Cambien reappeared, brandishing a woven quilt. He hastily handed it to Navan, who put it around my shoulders and pulled it tight across me, rubbing my back to try to comfort me. What he didn’t realize was that I didn’t need comforting. I wasn’t sad, or angry. I was just numb.

      “Why is she covered in blood?!” Angie’s voice cut through the clearing as she and Lauren emerged from around the side of the ship. Bashrik was with them, gazing up at the still-smoking wreckage of the temple’s front entrance. Worshippers were still slowly making their way out of the building, their heads bowed in fear, even though the danger was now over. Regardless, I didn’t even want to think about the body count.

      “How are you two doing?” I asked quietly. “Did they tell you what Pandora did, on the ship? I made a pretty sweet knife shot.” I couldn’t even muster a smile, the memory just shutting off more of my senses. The violence of it all was overwhelming.

      “We told the boys everything that happened on the ship,” Lauren said softly, crouching in front of where I sat. “Angie and I are fine. Are you?” She took my hands in hers. I looked down at them with a blank stare.

      “Why does everyone keep asking me that? I’m fine,” I insisted.

      Angie shook her head. “Because you’re covered in blood, and you’re staring at us like a zombie.”

      “I’m fine,” I repeated.

      “We should have gone on the ship with you, no matter the consequences,” Bashrik lamented, his attention diverted away from the temple. “If we’d gone with you, we might’ve stopped the cannons before they caused any of this damage.”

      I took a deep breath in. “There’s no point in blaming yourselves. We were all just trying to appease Pandora, so Orion would stay off our backs. We should’ve known she would never let us go through with the reversal process, but all of this is a game to her. It’s her way of toying with us, for her own sick delight,” I muttered, realizing I’d referred to her in the present tense. It felt weird to think of her as gone.

      The group fell silent, their eyes turned toward the ground. Angie was shuffling her feet, Lauren looking awkward, Bashrik running an anxious hand through his hair, while Navan kept his hand on my back, rubbing in perpetual circles.

      Angie sighed. “In all the chaos, I’d forgotten about that bastard.”

      I hadn’t. As soon as I’d swept that blade across Pandora’s neck and felt her crumble to dust beneath me, his image had crept into my thoughts. Orion was the omnipresent axe, threatening to fall at any moment if we set a foot out of line. Killing his lover was a big step over that line.

      “Be careful what you wish for,” I whispered, drawing looks of confusion. Even so, I didn’t elaborate. We’d wanted Pandora out of the way, and now that she was, we didn’t know what to do about it. I doubted we’d ever truly thought she’d die. I certainly hadn’t—I’d envisioned a clear glass cell, the kind you always see villains trapped in, in the movies, and her pacing back and forth, mulling over her revenge. My hatred for her had been intense, but I’d never imagined it would be my hand that ended her life.

      It stood to reason that Orion would eventually find out Pandora was dead, but I fervently hoped it would take him a long time. Moreover, I prayed he never discovered our role in her demise. If he did, there would be no place we could hide, and no offer of blood or intel big enough to prevent him from killing the people we loved.

      By killing Pandora, I realized I had painted an even bigger target on the backs of Roger and Jean, and the parents of my dearest friends. If I had understood that, in the moment, would I have gone through with it? I honestly didn’t know, but that didn’t matter now. What was done, was done; there was no way to rewind.

      Then, there was Queen Brisha to think about. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to her finding out, either, although I was pretty sure it would be easier to convince the queen that it had been an accident. After all, she had no reason to believe we’d harm Pandora, given that she didn’t know where Pandora’s true loyalty lay. It also meant that Pandora’s reputation wouldn’t be tarnished in the eyes of the queen. Brisha would never know that Pandora was a traitor. Well, not unless we needed to tell her about it all, anyway.

      “We can come up with a suitable lie to cover our asses, if we need to. Now that we have the space to think, we’ll have no problem putting Orion off the scent,” Lauren insisted, her tone comfortingly confident.

      “I hope you’re right,” I replied, my tone still devoid of emotion.

      Cambien cleared his throat. “After the events of today, I think you all deserve the rest of the day to recuperate,” he insisted. “Perhaps you should all return to your lodges, eat well, and get some rest.”

      “Excellent idea, oh gracious leader,” Bashrik enthused.

      The only way to our lodges was through the temple, and though I didn’t really want to set foot in there again, I knew I had to. Cambien guided us through the walkways, careful to pick a route that skirted around the prayer hall, where so many dead bodies lay scattered.

      Navan kept close to me, with Cambien walking just ahead and the others trailing behind. There was a lot I still wanted to ask Cambien, but I couldn’t while Navan was there. I didn’t feel like I could bring him into the event Cambien and I had faced without forcing myself to think about it.

      Five minutes later, Bashrik called Navan forward to help move a pillar that had fallen across the path. Casting a worried glance back at me, he ran to assist, though Cambien remained where he was.

      “What will happen to the dead?” I asked, prompting Cambien to turn as we came to a halt on the unfamiliar walkway. The prayer hall was far off to the other side of the temple; it was why Cambien had brought us this way.

      “We will honor them with funeral pyres and sacred rituals, and their souls will be released on the flames of their ancestors,” he replied solemnly. “They will not be forgotten.”

      “What about Freya? What will she do now?”

      “I will speak with her once I’ve delivered you all to your lodges,” Cambien said. “There is much the two of us need to discuss, though I believe she’s still in the prayer hall, leading her congregation in sorrowful readings.”

      “I couldn’t believe that people weren’t running… It was like they were in a trance. I had to shake them out of it. Even then, so many refused to move,” I whispered, some life returning to my voice.

      After a moment of silence, Cambien spoke again, his tone uncharacteristically serious. “Riley, I am entirely in your debt. What you did for us was immeasurably brave, and I pray that it does not haunt you, though I fear it will. I am only sorry I could not have taken your place.”

      I gave a weary shrug. “It couldn’t have fallen to anyone else, in the moment. It’s what had to be done to ensure you get to live on your home planet, in the peace and harmony you all deserve.”

      “I wish it didn’t involve more killing, but I know it must,” Cambien replied. “I trust your group will stay true to the deal that was struck, and that Navan will do what he promised?”

      I nodded. “We’ll fulfil our part of the bargain. Otherwise, none of this means anything.”

      “I am sorry it has to be this way,” Cambien repeated, just as Navan returned.

      “Is there a chance Navan and Bashrik can still be bitten by your insects, since some of them are running wild?” I asked, remembering that Bashrik had been infected at the hot springs, near our lodges. If we needed to be wary, I wanted to know about it.

      Cambien shook his head. “After you came to me with Bashrik, I sent out a few of my scouts to track down the errant insects in this part of Zai. The area has been cleared. Besides, as Bashrik has already been infected, he can’t be infected again.”

      “Thank you, Cambien. At least we know we can sleep easy before tomorrow.” I sighed, the prospect of it weighing heavy.

      We said no more of the future mission as we continued through the temple, heading for our lodgings in the jungle clearing. Cambien didn’t come with us all the way, stopping at the palm-lined path that led there. I presumed he was headed to Freya, as promised, now that the trouble was over, though he stayed to watch us for a while longer. It was only when I turned, at the bottom of the path that cut through the jungle, that I noticed he’d vanished.

      Upon reaching the wooden lodges, the five of us came to an awkward stop.

      “Well, I’m going to head to the hot springs, see if I can work out some of these stress knots,” Bashrik said, making his way toward the side path. “Anyone want to join me?”

      Angie looked at him shyly. “I could do with a soak,” she said, walking toward him.

      Lauren, meanwhile, looked torn between giving her friend the private time she evidently desired and not being left alone in her lodge. I felt like I wanted to offer up my services, to have a girly evening in with Lauren, but I wasn’t going to be particularly good company. In the end, Angie made the decision for her.

      “If you think you’re going to mope around your lodge, you’re sadly mistaken!” she reprimanded our bespectacled friend. “You’re coming with us.”

      Lauren smiled. “If you insist.”

      “Navan, Riley, you joining us?” Bashrik asked.

      Navan glanced down at me. “You want to? It might be good to take your mind off things,” he encouraged, but I shook my head.

      “Not just yet,” I whispered.

      “Okay, there’s no rush,” he murmured, putting a comforting arm around my shoulders. “We’ll catch up with you in a bit!” he called to the others, before leading me up the steps to our lodge.

      Once inside, he sat me down on the edge of the bed and pulled the blanket tighter across me. Leaving me there, staring into space, he disappeared into the kitchen, returning with a large basin of water and a small pile of clean flannels. From the way that steam was drifting off the liquid, I knew it was warm.

      Without saying a word, he knelt in front of me and dipped the first of the flannels into the warm water. Taking my hand in his, he dabbed away the blood spatters that covered my skin, starting with each finger, before turning over to my palm, making sure he got into every little line and crevice, washing away the stains of what I’d done. In silence, he worked, wringing out the dirty cloths every so often. The water turned a pale shade of bluish-gray as the blood mingled with the water. I let him do it. The warm flannel was comforting as it brushed up my arms.

      When it came to the blood that streaked my face, he picked up a fresh flannel.

      “How do you do it, and stay sane?” I asked suddenly, taking him by surprise. “The way you killed Jethro—it was no more to you than if you’d popped the head off a daisy or split a block of wood in two. How can you kill so easily?”

      Brushing away the blood on my face, he began to speak. “It’s not easy for me. Killing another living being should never be easy,” he explained. “You might be surprised to hear this, but Jethro still haunts me. I think about him often, and I think it’s important to. It should never become trivial. Once it does, you have crossed a line into psychopathy. There are many Vysantheans like that, but it is what separates the likes of me, Bashrik, Ronad, and many others, from Pandora, Orion, Ezra, and countless coldbloods like them.”

      “I feel like a monster,” I admitted, the emotions creeping back through my veins, little by little, the walls coming down.

      “You said you could never think of me as a monster, and I’ve hurt far more people than you,” he said softly, a trickle of pink water meandering from my face onto my hands. “You are brave and fierce, and you did what you had to. You are not a monster.”

      “How do you stop thinking about it?” I whispered. Even now, Pandora’s final expression was replaying in my head. She’d never seen it coming. Even in that last second, she hadn’t expected me to do it.

      “Coldbloods and humans are raised differently. Guilt, remorse, sorrow—they are all compartmentalized in coldblood minds, so they don’t interfere with the everyday,” he replied. “They’re seen as indulgent feelings, and something to be frowned upon. For that reason, our moral compasses are a little askew, compared to yours.”

      “I suppose that’s why your species is as successful as it is at universal domination,” I mused. If they had no remorse, or guilt, or sorrow, then there was nothing stopping them from taking out an entire species of people just to gain an advantage of territory or resources.

      “It’s why I’m so ashamed now that I showed that violent side of myself to you when we first met. It’s how coldbloods control, manipulate, and instill fear in other species. It’s all we’ve ever been taught, and I hate that I scared you, using everything I hate about my people,” he said bitterly.

      “You’re not so bad now,” I murmured, gazing into his eyes as he dabbed away the last of the blood.

      He smiled wryly. “I just wish there were more coldbloods who could see that violence and death aren’t always the answer. For once, I would love to see a Vysanthe that was united over more than war and fear and didn’t feel the need to destroy others in the name of superiority. That would be something to be proud of.”

      I thought about the three coldblood factions, knowing they wouldn’t bat an eyelid at having to take out an aggressor. I mean, two sisters were on the brink of war, and they didn’t seem too fazed about having to kill for their honor. If they were the figureheads of a nation, that showed a warped moral compass indeed.

      “Do you ever think killing someone can be justified?” I wondered.

      Navan put down the damp flannel and took my hands in his. “What you did today was necessary and justified in that necessity. You saved the lives of countless others, and many more that she might have killed in the future.” He paused, lifting one hand to my face. “However, even when a killing is justified, that doesn’t mean you’ll sleep any better at night, or stop seeing their face when you close your eyes.”

      “Does it get better?”

      He nodded. “The image will fade, I promise, and you’ll never have to do that again.”

      I looked at him but didn’t dare to say what was on my mind. He couldn’t promise me that. We were in a universe of chaos and destruction, with dangerous people on our tails. No way we were going to get through this without some sort of fight.

      Killing Pandora had taught me one thing: if I had to kill someone else to protect the lives of innocents, I would.
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      The following morning, rested and refreshed, we set out for Mount Kusuburi to rendezvous with Cambien. Navan had run back to the Vanquish just after dawn to pick up weapons for the job we had to do today, returning with two guns and a knife. He tried to hide them from me, no doubt wondering if they’d trigger my memories of the previous day, but there was only so much he could do to keep them out of my sight.

      As we walked, I could feel the worried eyes of my friends on me, most likely thanks to the dark circles under my eyes. After talking with Navan, I’d felt much better, but I still hadn’t slept very well. It was just as he’d warned. All through the night, I’d jolted awake to the memory of what I’d done, only settling once Navan’s arms wrapped around me, his soothing voice whispering me back to sleep. Just having him there was helping some of the numbness and anguish fade away, returning me to a more normal version of myself. I’d never be exactly the same again, but I was more Riley than zombie today, thanks to his care through the night.

      “How were the hot springs?” I asked, desperately wanting to break the uneasy silence that stretched across the group.

      Angie smiled, flashing a conspiratorial look at Bashrik. “Steamy.”

      Lauren rolled her eyes. “A little too steamy. I was glad my glasses kept fogging up.”

      “Bash?” Navan remarked expectantly, his brother surprisingly tight-lipped on the matter.

      “It is Draconian law to uphold a woman’s honor. I’m not sure all this suggestive talk is appropriate. I behaved like a perfect gentleman,” he insisted, at last, prompting my two best friends to collapse into raucous laughter. It was like a storm breaking after days of heavy, humid skies, full of the prospect of rain. It felt good to smile.

      Angie slipped her arm through Bashrik’s. “We’re just teasing you. You were too gentlemanly, if you ask me,” she said with a wink.

      The lighter atmosphere remained as we paused by the edge of the valley, where the Draconians were still dutifully hauling enormous slabs of metal and crates of supplies into the biremes. It made me wonder if Freya had any faith in us at all, considering they were still making preparations for a departure we’d promised they wouldn’t have to endure. Even the near destruction of their holy site hadn’t halted them for long, presumably by Freya’s orders.

      “How are you feeling about the opaleine reversal?” I asked Bashrik, wondering which way his moral compass was turning, given his newly imagined ties to Zai and the Draconian way of life. If he was upholding their rules on restrained propriety, I could only imagine his thoughts on killing a group of living beings.

      Bashrik frowned. “If our gracious commander, the glorious Cambien, has permitted it, then who am I to argue? Naturally, I feel sorry for Navan, that it’s all resting on his shoulders.” He sighed.

      “You’re not going to help?” Angie pressed, her tone surprised.

      Bashrik shook his head. “I won’t be able to join in, in case I permanently corrupt the opaleine. I am Draconian, and so I can’t involve myself in any of the killings. If I do, I could risk the stone staying that way.”

      I wondered if a whack to the head might knock him out of his Draconian delusion. From the look on Angie’s face, I could see she was thinking the same thing.

      “I’ll be fine on my own, as long as we move through the coldbloods at a steady pace,” Navan assured us, though the prospect worried me. So much death and destruction wasn’t an easy thing to participate in, and I didn’t want him to be stuck with the memory of every single coldblood face.

      “Are you sure?” I whispered.

      He didn’t meet my eye. “I’m going to have to be. Ready to fly?”

      I nodded. I was always eager to fly in Navan’s arms, even though it made me miss the freedom of flight. Something about having my own wings had made me feel closer to Navan, like we were on a level playing field. Although, after what I’d done yesterday, I was beginning to worry that I was becoming too much like a coldblood.

      With Bashrik gripping Angie and Lauren, the five of us took to the skies, heading for the volcano in the distance. Wisps of gray smoke rose from the crater like a signal, calling us in. It felt nice to have the wind rushing through my hair again, the breeze caressing my tired face, nipping my dull complexion back to life. It was just the invigoration I needed after a sleepless night.

      Cambien was waiting for us in the petrified village. But he wasn’t alone.

      A ring of people had surrounded the frozen statues, their hands locked with their neighbors’, keeping the circle closed. Freya was there, leading the ring of Lunists in a whispered prayer that echoed on the breeze, while a reluctant Ginji watched us land.

      “As you can see, we have visitors,” Cambien said as we walked up to him, his voice dripping sarcasm.

      At his words, Freya broke away from the circle, moving in our direction, her sapphire robes flowing behind her. Effortlessly, the Lunists closed the gap, continuing their soft mantra, undeterred by our presence.

      “Welcome,” Freya said softly, dipping low in a graceful bow. Her face was as calm and serene as ever, showing no sign of trauma after what had happened in her temple while she led those poor souls in prayer. I wasn’t sure I could ever forgive her for that. When she should have been encouraging them to run, she’d made them stay with her voice and her words.

      Cambien seemed agitated with her, too. “I cannot believe you’re here, Freya. I really cannot believe you’re here,” he muttered.

      “We will not move,” she replied, irking him further.

      His amber eyes narrowed. “A coldblood just tried to kill you and managed to massacre more than a handful of our people, and you still insist on protecting them. I think that Hell’s Breath damaged your brain when you let it scar your face.”

      “Purity is paramount.” She sighed, a flicker of something passing across her calm face.

      A groan rose from the back of Cambien’s throat. “We have already figured out a way around the purity problem, Freya. I told you that. I’m not sure how many more times I can tell you that without exploding through sheer frustration!” he grumbled. “Navan has promised to do what’s necessary so we do not make the corruption permanent.”

      She shook her head. “Violence only begets violence.”

      Cambien looked like he wanted to take her by the shoulders and shake her as hard as he could. “A coldblood destroyed a whole wing of the temple and took the lives of our people, draining them of their blood!” he barked. “Yet you stand there like nothing happened. You stand there like you’re an almighty being who can’t be swayed by anything, but you must feel something for those we have lost! Do their lives mean nothing to you? She ripped out their throats, Freya! This is not a time for a passive approach!”

      “The cycle will not continue,” Freya replied.

      I glanced at the rest of the group, but we all appeared to be in a similar state of awkwardness around these two Draconians. There was a familiarity in the way they spoke to one another, and I imagined they’d had discussions like this many times over the years, as leaders of each sect.

      Cambien rolled his eyes. “What, so you want me to just free all the coldbloods and let them run amok? Their minds will be too far gone, Freya—there will be no way to control them. En-masse, they may well turn on us, driven mad by their incarceration, and kill us all. If I let them loose, I wouldn’t be surprised if they cut down as many of us as they can, and since you will not let us fight back, that will probably end up being all of us!”

      “They may stay in stone,” Freya answered.

      Cambien snorted. “Keep them in stone? That will not solve anything. We will stay as we are, never able to take our true forms again, growing weaker with every year that passes, and for what? So they can stay locked up in their opaleine prisons for the rest of eternity?”

      A smile tugged at her lips. “We will leave.”

      “You think your rusty deathtraps can take all of us across the universe?” Cambien remarked sourly. “You’re living in a dream, Freya, and you need to wake up. There is no alternative planet. There is nowhere else we can call home.”

      “Irrith,” Freya replied.

      The heavily accented name of my home planet sent a shiver up my spine. It was still on the table, but I wasn’t determined to knock it clean off. I knew they wouldn’t try to take over, because that wasn’t their style, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be bloodshed. The human race was young, in the grand scheme of the universe, and that made us impulsive and defensive, prone to making bad decisions. Plus, the rebels probably wouldn’t appreciate another alien presence on their home base. Only suffering would await the Draconians on Earth, of that I was pretty much sure.

      “Freya, you can’t all leave. Cambien is right—you’re taking an enormous risk for very little gain,” I interjected, knowing I had to speak up. “How do you know there isn’t already a species on this planet who will only cause you more pain? And that’s if you even reach the planet without being attacked.”

      Navan nodded. “You’re putting your people in harm’s way. I know I’m not in any position to offer advice, but I think you’d be making a huge mistake.”

      Freya remained silent.

      “You won’t convince her—it is why she’s staying quiet. She has nothing more to say on the subject, so what use are words?” Cambien sighed, clearly annoyed. “It’s one of the most irritating attributes of a Looney.”

      Another flicker of emotion glittered in Freya’s eyes. I could see that Cambien affected her in a way that others didn’t.

      “I still manage to get a reaction out of her, though.” He chuckled bitterly, as if reading my thoughts.

      Ignoring him, Freya turned her attention back to us. “The blood is yours still.”

      “You’ll still give us the vial of blood we asked for?” Lauren asked, incredulous.

      She nodded. “Then you may go.”

      So it was the Draconian equivalent of hush money. They would give us the vial of blood if we agreed to leave Zai and, most likely, never come back. Then again, if they were set on going to Earth, there would be no Draconians to return to, if we were ever in this part of the universal neighborhood again.

      “You want us to leave as soon as we’ve been given the blood?” I pressed, wanting perfect clarity.

      “You bring only chaos,” she remarked sternly. I couldn’t argue with her. Since we’d landed, all we’d done was cause them trouble. A quarter of their temple was in ruins because of us, and people had died.

      “We’re sorry,” Angie said, with a deep sincerity that I shared.

      “They didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” Bashrik added, prompting a tiny frown to appear on Freya’s forehead. Even so, she said nothing of it, choosing to conserve her words.

      “The ritual will be tomorrow,” she announced.

      With that, she made her way back to the ring of Lunists. I looked over to see Ginji watching us intently. He’d probably been listening in on the whole thing. Regardless, the conversation was over, and we were back at square one. Yesterday, I’d feared it from Pandora, and now Freya had confirmed those fears. It seemed we were destined to never catch a break.

      Admittedly, I was glad about one thing—that Freya had put a stop to us reversing the corruption by killing the frozen coldbloods. I didn’t think I could have stood by and watched Navan cut down so many people. I wouldn’t have wished that many deaths on his conscience.

      “Why do I feel like someone should be singing kumbaya?” Angie muttered.

      Lauren sighed. “If the blood extraction ritual is going to happen tomorrow, then we need to come up with something else, and fast.”

      I nodded. “There has to be something we can do to stop them from traveling to—” I paused, aware that Cambien was still standing with us. “—Irrith.”

      The Draconian smirked. “Good luck with that. It takes a brave individual to stare impossibility in the face and refuse to blink. I, meanwhile, will be at the bar, drinking everything in sight until I reach a cozy level of oblivion. You are free to join me, if you wish,” he said, turning around and disappearing through the petrified village. I noticed that Freya watched him go, a disapproving expression on her face.

      Navan sighed. “I guess this was a wasted trip, then.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. The glorious high priestess does make some valuable points, and she has imparted her divine wisdom to us. We should be grateful for that,” Bashrik chimed in, an almost giddy tone in his voice as he looked across to her.

      Navan stared at his brother. “We need to go, before I decide to take Cambien up on that offer of a drink,” he muttered.

      “Cozy oblivion does sound tempting,” I agreed as he pulled me tightly to his chest, his wings stretching out behind him. Next to us, Bashrik did the same, his arms encircling Angie and Lauren.

      We had less than a day to figure out another way of uncorrupting the opaleine, but our hopes were looking slimmer by the second. Frankly, it felt like we were all out of options.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I sat bolt upright in bed. Something had woken me.

      Outside the window, the sky was dark, the glow of the Zaian moons casting their multiple shades of dim light upon the planet below. We’d gone to bed a few hours earlier, having stayed up to try to figure out a solution to the imminent Draconian exodus, but to no avail. In the end, we’d all agreed to sleep on it, on the off chance that some kind of epiphany would come in the night.

      However, instead of a lightbulb moment, I felt fear. Somebody was in the room with us, though I couldn’t see them. Whoever they were, they were stealthy, and they were hiding.

      “Navan,” I whispered, shaking him awake. “There’s somebody in the lodge.”

      He sprang up, baring his teeth, the muscles of his bare chest rippling.

      “Who’s there?” he snarled, prowling toward the end of the bed. As he did so, a tiny voice squeaked from the corner of the room.

      “It’s just me, Ginji!” it said anxiously.

      Navan turned on the light, revealing the young Draconian, who was quaking on the threshold between the bedroom and the rest of the lodge. “Why didn’t you just wake us up?”

      “I didn’t know how you’d react. I was trying to think of the best way to do it, without frightening you, or triggering some kind of beast mode,” he explained, casting an apologetic look at Navan, who seemed amused.

      “Beast mode?” He laughed.

      “You know—claws, fangs, ripping my head off,” Ginji said, his voice trembling.

      Navan smiled. “I might be a bit beastly in the mornings, if I haven’t slept well, but I wouldn’t rip off any heads just for that.”

      I yawned. “What are you doing here, anyway, in the middle of the night? Does Freya know you’re here?”

      Ginji hurried to the edge of the bed and clambered up, perching at the bottom like a strange animal. “No, she has no clue. She’d be so mad if she knew. The thing is, I had an idea, and I had to tell you as soon as it came to me.”

      “Those might be the sweetest words I’ve ever heard. We’ve been completely stumped,” I admitted. “What’s the idea?”

      “Is there any way you can take the frozen coldbloods back to Vysanthe with you?” he asked. “I’ve got the antidote insects with me, so all you’d have to do is wake them up and corral them onto your ship.”

      I frowned, half amused, half curious. “You have the antidote insects?”

      Ginji grinned. “I stole them from Cambien. He was blackout drunk, didn’t feel a thing!” I had to hand it to the little Draconian—he was definitely starting to think outside the box.

      “We need to make a detour on our way back to Vysanthe,” Navan explained. “The last thing we need is a horde of crazy coldbloods getting loose on a tin can in the wilds of space. They’d kill us in our sleep.”

      Ginji did a funny hop at the end of the bed. “Please consider it!” he begged. “It’s the only way to fix all of this. I have been thinking about it for ages, trying to come up with a compromise that my parents could settle on that took the best parts of both their philosophies, but they hate compromise. You must take it to the middle ground for them!”

      A look of confusion passed across Navan’s face, mirroring my own bemusement. “Your parents?” I asked.

      “Freya and Cambien,” Ginji clarified, leaving us dumbfounded.

      I was utterly amazed that those two, so blatantly opposite in every way, had ever been a couple. It explained the conflict in Ginji, being stuck between two contrasting sects, each led by one of his parents. I imagined them pulling him in both directions, though it wasn’t clear how much time he got to spend with his father. Considering Cambien’s drinking and womanizing, it couldn’t be much, though I had a feeling that wasn’t necessarily Cambien’s choice.

      “So will you do it?” Ginji asked.

      For a moment, neither me nor Navan said a word as we mulled over the prospect. I didn’t particularly like the idea, especially as we only had a few places we could securely contain the coldbloods. If it were a shorter journey, it wouldn’t be so bad, but to carry them all the way back to Vysanthe would be a risky nightmare. Then a lightbulb went on in my head.

      “Why don’t we drop the revived coldbloods off at the quarantine facility? That’s nearby, right?” I suggested, looking to Navan.

      He nodded. “It’s not too far.”

      “That way, we only have to take the coldbloods a short distance, and then we can go on to the outpost without having to worry about them,” I continued excitedly, knowing we’d reached the perfect solution. All thanks to Ginji.

      Navan flashed a half smile. “Yeah, and if we do that, we can wait to awaken the coldbloods until we’ve transferred them to the medical bay and strapped them securely to the beds. We can fit a few in the isolation chamber, too, and maybe put some extras in the supply rooms, if we run out of space in the med-bay,” he said. “We should have enough vials of blood in the ship’s stores to sustain them, too.”

      “Ginji, you’re a freaking genius!” I cried, lunging forward to scoop him in my arms and hug him tight. The physical contact seemed to alarm him for a moment, his amber eyes going wide in panic, but eventually he settled, nestling into my shoulder.

      “I just don’t want to leave my home,” he murmured.

      Never had a truer sentiment been spoken. I imagined you could travel the length and breadth of the universe, and every species would share that same feeling. It transcended everything. Home was home, and the sooner we got this mission over and done with, the sooner I could get back to mine.
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      We woke the others shortly afterward, bringing an excitable Ginji with us. They were groggy, confused as to why they were being woken up in the middle of the night, but as soon as we explained what we were going to do, their faces morphed into masks of enthusiasm.

      “You’re a genius, Ginji!” Angie yelled, pulling him into a tight hug, just the way I’d done.

      “People keep saying that,” he murmured, half smothered by Angie’s ample bosom. “Your people seem to enjoy physical contact a lot more than we Draconians do,” he added, wriggling free.

      Bashrik nodded. “That’s precisely what I tried to tell Angie the other evening, when we were in the hot springs, but she wouldn’t listen!”

      Ginji looked up at Bashrik with confused eyes. “What happened to him?” he asked, looking to the rest of us for answers.

      Lauren smiled. “It’s a long story, involving the virus.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much. The symptoms tend to fade after a while. I’ve seen it with the other coldbloods my father has cured,” Ginji said confidently. “It’s the initial weirdness that tends to be the problem, but once that goes away, victims’ memories slowly start coming back. Although, it didn’t do the other ones much good in the end—they went crazy and ran off into the jungle and got eaten by lycosa. They’d been encased for too long, I think.”

      Despite that last part, Angie pulled Ginji in for another joyful hug, almost suffocating him the second time around, his head trapped between her cleavage.

      “Angie, let go of the poor boy!” Bashrik said. She did, but she wore a renewed grin. I could understand why. Ginji’s words meant that the normal Bashrik would be returned to us soon enough.

      “We should probably get started. Is there room to land the Vanquish on the crater of Mount Kusuburi?” Navan asked.

      “There’s plenty of room, if you’re skilled enough,” Ginji replied, a hint of distaste still lingering when it came to the coldbloods of our group.

      “Did the ring of Lunists leave?” Lauren asked, appeasing Ginji by distracting him.

      “Yes, they left when the sun went down to attend to evening prayers,” he explained.

      Navan frowned thoughtfully. “And how many other mining camps are there, like the one at the top of the crater? We need to be sure we get every single frozen coldblood. Otherwise, the corruption won’t reverse.”

      “Two more, though they aren’t as big,” Ginji replied. “There are fewer than ten statues in each of those, and I’ll show you where they are. Both are visible from the top of the volcano.”

      With a plan in motion, we set to work. All five of us, with Ginji in tow, headed away from the clearing, hurrying toward the Vanquish. We reached it in no time, amused to find that Ginji was already waiting by the closed bay doors when we arrived—we’d watched him sprint on ahead, but he was even quicker on his feet than we’d imagined. Evidently, speed was another attribute of the Draconians.

      “Slowpokes!” He chuckled to himself, his amber eyes turned toward the ship, his whole demeanor excited, like a kid in a candy store.

      Smiling, Navan opened the doors to the ship, and we all went inside. Ginji looked around the main chamber in awe, his mouth hanging open. I guessed the Draconian biremes weren’t as impressive as this, though I still hadn’t had the chance to see inside one. Vysanthean engineering was amazing. It was just a shame that most of the technology was stolen and amalgamated.

      “Do you want to see the cockpit?” Navan asked Ginji.

      The Draconian boy nodded so hard I thought his head was going to fall off. “Yes, please!”

      Bashrik went with them, while the three of us girls stayed in the main space, sitting down on the bench where Pandora had spoken with us what felt like a lifetime ago. A moment later, the engines thrummed into life, the ship taking off and making its way toward the volcano.

      It wouldn’t be an impossible task to bring the frozen statues onto the ship, but I was still worried there might not be enough space for everyone. From what Ginji had said, there had to be at least fifty or sixty coldbloods, frozen in time, between the three mining camps. Then again, this was a warship, designed to house a large number of people.

      It was still dark when the ship landed on the crater. Navan set it down in stealth mode so as not to disturb the village that lay below. It was vital that we got the coldbloods into the ship without anybody noticing, though I didn’t think the Pyros would be too eager to help us out, even if we asked them. Plus, Cambien was likely still blackout drunk somewhere, sleeping it off.

      With six able bodies, we made relatively quick work of the crater’s petrified village. Navan, Bashrik, and Ginji—to my amused shock—could carry a coldblood each, singlehandedly, while Angie, Lauren, and I could carry one between the three of us. The opaleine weighed the frozen figures down considerably. It was a comical sight, Ginji carrying a coldblood over his head, like watching an ant carry an enormous leaf back to the anthill.

      Just under two hours later, we had the first batch on board, stowing them all safely in the large med-bay that took up much of the bottom deck, on the opposite side of the weapons pods. I’d been off in my initial estimation. There were actually forty-five coldbloods in total, from the crater, each of them securely strapped to a bed in the medical bay. To my delight, ten beds were still free, and we still had some space on the floor, giving us space for at least fifteen more. So there was plenty of room for the coldbloods we needed to collect from the other two camps.

      Sweating and exhausted, we all padded back into the belly of the ship. Bashrik took over the controls as we flew to the next destination—a small mining camp cut into the side of a smaller volcano a short distance away from Mount Kusuburi. There were eight coldbloods here, and another six at the third site, which was tucked away at the base of a different mountain range on the opposite side of the valley. We made fast work of getting them all into the medical bay and strapped them down.

      In the end, only four didn’t have a bed, though we created some makeshift roll-mats with the spare blankets we found in the med-bay cupboards and made extra certain that these particular coldbloods were tightly fastened to the floor.

      “Is that the last one?” I gasped, sitting down on the ground, catching my breath.

      Ginji nodded, barely even breaking a sweat. “That’s the last one!”

      “Who knew hauling statues around could be so exhausting?” Angie said sarcastically, slumping against the far wall.

      Navan grinned. “No time for rest, I’m afraid. We need to get back to the temple clearing. We’ve got a package to pick up, remember?”

      “Just five more minutes?” Angie murmured, making a show of falling asleep. However, as the rest of us made our way out of the med-bay, Angie scrambled to her feet and hurried after us. “Don’t leave me with them!” she shrieked, clearly freaked out by the prospect of getting trapped in a room with fifty-nine frozen coldbloods.

      Ten minutes later, we were setting down in the clearing again, just as the dawn began to come up over the horizon. Outside, I could hear the chorus of the exotic birds that inhabited the jungle and the whooping of the unusual creatures that ran through the treetops. Zai really was a beautiful planet, and part of me would be sad to say goodbye to it. Saying that, I was more than happy we’d managed to find a way to save their home world and prevent them from heading for mine.

      “There’s only one more thing we need to do,” I said softly. The others turned to look at me. “We need to revive the coldbloods.”

      Ginji clutched the jar of antivirus nano-insects to his chest as we made our way back down to the medical bay. Once there, Ginji began to unscrew the lid, his amber eyes wide with anticipation. We’d decided to just throw the jar inside and lock the door behind it, letting the insects do their work, while keeping the med-bay doors shut at all times. Ginji insisted he knew the sound that needed to be made to get the insects to do their work—he’d overheard his father using it several times before. We just had to trust him.

      “I only need you to keep the door open for less than a minute,” he explained, his face determined.

      Once the cure was set in motion and we were in space again, we had decided that a shift schedule should be drawn up so we could take turns feeding vials of blood to the strapped-down Vysantheans, though I recommended we did it in pairs. For now, however, they were going to have to stay hungry, as they shook off the stone casing of the sickness that had plagued them for decades.

      With a grin, Ginji hurled the jar into the medical bay. The insects immediately flew out of the open lid. He began to whistle, making the same sound Cambien had made when he’d cured Bashrik. Navan left the door open for a moment, letting the whistle echo through to the insects, instructing them on what to do, before he punched in the numbers to bring the hatch back down. As it closed, he locked it in place with an emergency quarantine code that would only allow authorized individuals to enter and exit the med-bay. It was an extra precaution, but one I was glad we were taking. With fifty-nine awakening coldbloods on board our ship, there was no such thing as too careful.

      Heading back up to the main space of the Vanquish, Navan opened the bay doors, letting in the sweet music of the morning and the warm breeze that came with the rising sun. Everything looked brighter, somehow. My eyes turned to the sparkling veins of opaleine that still lay at the temple entrance, those once-black seams glittering with a renewed vitality. As the sunlight streaked over the landscape, lighting up the world below, I saw that they were starting to return to their original shade of sapphire.

      More worryingly, that meant our coldblood patients were all starting to heal, and would soon be awake, but I decided to focus on the positive, just this once. The opaleine really did look beautiful, now that it was returning to its former glory.

      We were standing at the top of the gangplank, admiring our handiwork, when two shadowed figures emerged from the ruins of the temple entrance. Freya and Cambien were approaching, their expressions confused. As soon as they saw Ginji standing with us, they quickened their pace, coming to a halt at the bottom of the walkway.

      “What have you done?” Freya asked, her tone anxious. Evidently, she thought we’d killed the coldbloods, as per our original plan.

      “Did you kill them?” Cambien pressed, his voice raspy—the aftereffects of a heavy night of drinking.

      “I’ll let Ginji answer this one, since it was his wise plan,” I said, nudging Ginji forward.

      He grinned down at his parents. “We didn’t have to kill anyone. We gathered up the frozen coldbloods and stowed them away on board,” he said proudly. “I stole your antivirus insects, and we have revived them all. These five are going to take them away and make sure they never return!”

      Freya and Cambien looked at each other for a moment, stunned into silence, before their gazes turned back toward their son. I could see in their eyes that they had accepted the compromise, an undercurrent of pride in their expressions. Their son had taken the best of both worlds and come up with a middle ground that appeased everyone—and that meant the Draconians got to stay on their home planet.

      “I always knew you would turn out to be smart, just like your father.” Cambien chuckled.

      “Ginji, you are wiser than your years, and your heart is purer than any I have known. Only you could have conjured up such a plan and seen with greater clarity what good could come from compromise,” Freya said, shocking everyone. She had spoken more than five consecutive words, and it was all for Ginji’s benefit. It made me happy to know that he was loved, and that he could evoke such feeling.

      Cambien glanced at her. “You always did have a beautiful voice, when you bothered to speak more than a handful of words,” he teased.

      “Only for our son,” she remarked, putting him in his place.

      Ginji beamed. “I suppose you should give them their blood, now that they’ve truly fulfilled their promise.”

      “Come inside,” Freya instructed, as she made her way toward the temple entrance.

      After locking up the ship, we followed her, picking our way across the debris that still lay scattered across the former threshold of the holy site. I had no doubt that the Draconians would make easy work of the cleanup, given their superior strength, but it didn’t appear as though they’d made a start on it yet. I imagined the pain was still too raw, with many dead still to honor and much reparation to be made.

      Freya led us to the prayer hall, where Pandora’s last stand had taken place. I felt a familiar shiver of fear and disgust bristle up my spine, my eyes instantly snapping to the spot on the floor where I’d killed her. The ashes of her body had been cleaned up, and there wasn’t a single hint of blood left on the stone, but I knew that was where it had happened. I felt it, deep in my bones, chilling me to the core.

      Thankfully, the beginning of the blood extraction ceremony distracted my attention. Freya gestured for us to stand behind two large silk ensigns in front of the platform where she had been standing all throughout that aerial battle between Cambien and Pandora. The bars holding the flag-like rectangles of fabric in place only went as high as our chests, allowing us a clear view of the ceremony itself.

      Even at such an early hour, the place was crowded with Lunists, their expressions somber, tears streaming down their faces. They gathered behind us, their mouths moving in silent prayer as they waited for their divine leader to speak.

      “The gods have seen fit to smile upon us!” Freya began. It was still weird, hearing her say more than five words. I supposed it was different when she was speaking to her congregation—this was her job, after all.

      They called back a word that evidently didn’t translate into something we could understand, though I guessed it was meant to be something close to "hallelujah” or “amen.”

      “We have suffered great pain and loss, but the gods have rewarded our fortitude!” she went on, her voice booming out across the hall. “Our sacred stone has granted forgiveness for our sins. No longer must we leave our beloved home. The gods have offered it back to us, on the covenant that we do not defile our purity again!”

      The Lunists roared the same word back to her, some beating their chests, some looking skyward, some clasping their hands together. There wasn’t a single dry eye in the house, Freya’s words provoking intense emotion in them all. After everything they’d suffered through, I understood their euphoria.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed Bashrik staring up at Freya, starry-eyed with awe. He had his hands clasped, tears running down his face, as overcome by emotion as the Lunists all around him.

      “The sacred stone is calling to me!” he cried, out of the blue, beating a fist against his chest. The Lunists called back to him, repeating his words, the echo thundering off the walls. Navan was behind the same ensign, trying to get his brother to calm down, whispering something in his ear. Whatever it was, Bashrik wasn’t listening—he was too carried away in the rush of Freya’s words.

      “The sacred stone calls to all who treasure it!” Freya bellowed, raising her hands to the sky. “And now we pay the price for our gift—a small token of sacrifice, to appease the gods!” A deafening boom of voices rippled through the prayer hall. The ceremony was beginning. A moment later, another Draconian came forward, brandishing a silver dish and a nasty-looking ceremonial blade.

      “It seems your friend is a little too involved in our faith,” Cambien mused, stepping up to stand beside me. His eyes were fixed on Freya, who had tilted her neck to the side, offering her skin to the sharp edge of the ceremonial blade.

      “Freya is a charismatic woman. I imagine she snatches up most people’s attention,” I replied.

      He nodded, but he didn’t turn to acknowledge me. He only had eyes for her. Even now, it was clear that Cambien was still smitten by the striking Draconian who was allowing her blood to trickle down into the silver dish. Of course it was her blood. She would never have permitted it to come from another Draconian; that went against all her beliefs.

      I wondered what had happened between Cambien and Freya. Evidently, they had loved one another once and still held a flame in their hearts for each other. I’d seen the way Freya looked at him, and the way he looked at her, and yet they weren’t together. They’d had a son, and it wasn’t enough to bind them in an eternal, unfailing love. Perhaps decay and rebirth were just a natural part of relationships, especially ones that stretched into the realm of long term, and even forever. Sometimes, I realized, loving someone wasn’t enough. Other things got in the way, causing even the most stable foundations to crumble.

      My heart clenched. Would that ever happen to me and Navan? Right now, it didn’t feel as though it ever could. But what if Cambien and Freya had thought that way, once upon a time? Nobody made a commitment thinking it was going to fall apart. Everyone hoped for forever, but very few got it.

      “I have an offer to make you,” Cambien said quietly, pulling me from my worried reverie.

      “An offer?”

      He nodded. “As soon as you killed Pandora in my stead, I owed you a life debt, and I want to pay that back.”

      “You’re not in my debt, Cambien. Let’s just—”

      He cut me off. “I have spoken with the other Pyros, and we have all agreed to become your allies. However, there is one caveat.”

      I smiled. “There always is.”

      “We will not get involved in your quarrel until a certain moment presents itself,” he explained. “If you and the others manage to gain the upper hand in the battle against the queens, we will deliver the final blow for you.”

      I gaped at him. He had no idea how happy those words made me—they were precisely the sliver of hope I’d been looking for.

      “How will you know when that moment comes?” I asked. “If that moment comes,” I added, correcting myself. There was a lot to be done before we could consider that eventuality, but I prayed that day would come.

      “Here,” he said, offering me a small stone of opaleine. “It is twinned with this one,” he went on, pulling down the edge of his tunic to reveal the hollow where he’d placed the opaleine before, to transform into his dragon-self. To my surprise, there was another one just below it. The stone was embedded in his flesh, the skin having melded with the stone, the lines blurred.

      I grimaced. “I don’t have to do that, do I?” I asked. A climpet to show my love for Navan was the only thing I was willing to embed into my skin.

      He chuckled. “No, you just have to hold the stone,” he assured me. “As soon as you’re sure you will win the fight, you hold this tightly in your hand, call out my name, and we will be there to land that final blow.”

      “Won’t that destroy the opaleine?” I asked, concerned.

      “It is not my own hand which will land the final blow,” he explained. “I have allies of my own, who will perform the act for me.” A dark glint flickered across his amber eyes.

      “Why didn’t you ask these allies to fix your frozen coldblood problem for you?” I wondered.

      He grimaced. “They are not that kind of ally—they are very proud, and would have been insulted had I called them to deal with a group of frozen coldbloods. They respond only to challenge and chaos, and will only come for a cause that is worthy of their fighting spirit.”

      I frowned, still unconvinced. Who were these strange allies he was speaking of? There was something unnerving in the way he mentioned them, as though they weren’t really something that should be mentioned. Then again, who was I to complain? Right now, any help was good enough for me.

      “Will our cause be worthy of them, whoever they are?”

      He nodded. “Oh yes, I think your fight may be the one they have been waiting for, though they will only involve themselves when your victory is more-or-less certain. They do not like to back a losing side.”

      “How will you—or these allies—get there so fast? Surely, with your ships, it would be too late by the time you arrived,” I mused doubtfully.

      He flashed a wolfish grin. “Just trust that they will come, and they will assist. I will send them, and they will be with you when the axe finally falls on Vysanthe.”

      “Thank you, Cambien,” I murmured, though his words chilled me somewhat. “You have no idea what this means to me.” I looked up at him, clutching the stone to my chest.

      He grinned. “I knew you would warm up to me. Although, I never thought I would be jealous of a stone,” he said with a wink, ruining the sweet moment.

      “Just when I thought I’d misjudged you.” I sighed.

      “By the way, I meant what I said before, when you and I were in the bar,” he said, ensuring I couldn’t walk away from him. “You really should try to contact the Titans. They thrive on war, they are always game for a fight, and they could be powerful allies, if you can get them on your side.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I promised, though his previous notes on them still concerned me. If they tried to kill us before we managed to get them to listen, was it really worth the risk?

      “As for the Feds I mentioned, I do not think you need protection anymore—you are not the sort of people to hide from conflict. Indeed, I think the path you are on is the one you must stay on.” He sighed. “If you ever do find yourselves needing a place to hide, however, feel free to swing back around this way and I’ll give you the coordinates.”

      I realized that the Feds he was talking about couldn’t be the ones we were heading for. The outpost Navan had mentioned wasn’t one that held sanctuary for universal runaways. It wasn’t somewhere we were seeking out, in order to find safety. Instead, we hoped to find strong allies there, to rally to our cause, and join our fight. Cambien was right—hiding wasn’t an option. Not yet, anyway.

      “The sacrifice is freely given. May the gods continue to smile down upon us!” Freya cried, bringing the ceremony to a close.

      The Lunists bellowed their sacred word back to her before dispersing with alarming uniformity. Many of them drifted to the sides of the walkways, resuming whatever worship they’d been doing before the ceremony began, while others headed for the exits. Freya, meanwhile, made a beeline for Navan, the rest of us joining her in a small semicircle. With a low bow, she offered him the blood, which had been transferred from the dish to a vial while I’d been busy chatting.

      “May our gift be worthy,” she said graciously.

      “Thank you, Freya. We’re just glad we could help out, in the end,” Navan replied, his expression apologetic. “As for the damage done, I’m eternally sorry.”

      Freya smiled. “From chaos springs new life.”

      With that, she strode toward the main entrance, letting us know our time on Zai was over. Cambien darted forward, offering out his arm for her to hold as she made her way across the floor.

      “In case you feel woozy after giving blood,” he reasoned, though I was pretty sure Freya knew the truth. Her eyes locked with his, the two of them gazing at each other for a moment. It was sweet to see them that way, though I had no idea what the future might hold. Perhaps they had already tried to fix what was broken, never able to make it work. Or, maybe, they had one chance left.

      Now, the only thing left for us to do was get on board our ship and set a course for the quarantine facility, before heading for the Fed outpost. We had the blood, we’d fixed the opaleine, and though we had a million things left to contend with—Orion being one of them—I felt a sense of happiness wash over me. Looking at the others, I could see that they felt it, too.

      Our high energy remained as we headed back out into the temple clearing, knowing we were almost on the homestretch. Angie was teasing Bashrik about his outburst during the ceremony, but he shrugged her jibes off with ease.

      “You’re just envious because you couldn’t possibly understand a divine connection like that. I felt something, deep inside me,” he insisted.

      Angie snorted. “I’m sure you did.”

      Only Lauren seemed to be in poor spirits. She was holding the vial of blood up to the light, after taking it from Navan. He’d given it to her so she could examine it. However, from the look on her face, things didn’t seem good.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Lauren sank to the ground, clutching the vial, shaking her head slowly.

      “Lauren, what’s the matter?” Angie pressed as we came to the ground beside her. I reached out to touch her leg, but the gesture only made her more upset.

      “The blood won’t work,” she wheezed, tears glittering in her eyes. “The texture is all wrong—it’s already starting to clot in the vial. If it isn’t soluble, it isn’t viable. This stuff would probably poison a coldblood instead of giving them eternal life. It’s no good.”

      My stomach lurched as I understood why she was so upset. After everything we’d been through, and knowing what lay ahead of us, we were going to have to return to Brisha emptyhanded.
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      We approached the Vanquish in solemn silence. Lauren still held the vial to her chest, as though there might be something we could do with it, but we all knew it was hopeless. If she said there was no way to use it, then there was no way to use it. She knew enough about these things to be certain.

      To be honest, I didn’t know whether to be glad or worried. I was more than relieved that the blood wasn’t viable to use in the elixir, but I was concerned about Queen Brisha’s reaction. We didn’t want her cracking the immortality code, but we still needed her to be on our side. Without her protection, as unstable as that might be, we were sitting ducks. I had no idea if this hiccup in the mission would be enough for us to lose that fragile protection. After all, it’s what we’d come here for. She’d put her trust in us finding the key ingredient, and we were going to have to return with nothing.

      “Is everything all right?” Freya asked, her arm still holding Cambien’s.

      I forced a smile onto my lips. “Everything’s fine. We’re just sad to be leaving,” I replied. It wasn’t entirely a lie. Departing Zai was a bittersweet prospect—there was so much more I wanted to know about this planet, but we didn’t have the luxury of time. We weren’t explorers; we were on a very specific mission. A mission that we’d failed to complete.

      “It has been an intriguing distraction, having you here,” Cambien chimed in with a grin.

      “All things must end,” Freya added, evidently eager to see the back of us. After all, she had a holy site to rebuild, and I imagined they’d get on much better without us hanging around as a reminder of what had happened.

      Bashrik was already in tears, sinking to his knees in front of Freya and Cambien. He gripped Freya’s hands, looking up into her eyes.

      “Please don’t banish me,” he begged. “I’m so confused, High Priestess. I feel myself to be one of you, and yet I’m pulled toward the ship, as though I’m supposed to be on it.”

      She smiled, freeing her hand to touch his face. “Your fate lies elsewhere,” she said.

      “What does that mean, High Priestess? Am I never going to return here?” Bashrik asked miserably.

      “A future is never fixed,” she replied.

      “I think it would be best for all of us if you didn’t come back here for a very long time, if ever,” Cambien interjected. “With any luck, your memories will come back, and you will forget you ever thought you were one of us.”

      Bashrik sobbed heartily. “But I am one of you! Please, gracious leader, do not send me away!”

      “Your friends need you. Go with them, and see if you change your mind,” Cambien encouraged, helping Bashrik to his feet. “I have a feeling you will,” he continued, slapping Bashrik on the back.

      Bashrik staggered toward Angie, who had her arms outstretched, ready to comfort him. “It’s all going to be okay, Bash. We’re going to take good care of you,” she promised, leading him toward the gangplank, which Navan had released.

      I smiled, watching the two of them. Hopefully, Cambien was right, and it wouldn’t be long before Bashrik returned to his usual self, although the teasing he was going to get when he did revert back was almost painful to think about. Angie would have a field day, and I, for one, couldn’t wait to spectate.

      Even so, I felt a mixture of emotions stirring up inside me at the thought of leaving Zai. Here, we were somewhat safe, now that Pandora was out of the picture. Beyond this planet, only hardship awaited us. We had triumphed in healing the sacred stone of the Draconians, making up for decades of Vysanthean wrongdoing. Plus, we had prevented them from packing up their planet and heading for Earth, which I was particularly glad about. However, we’d failed in our main mission; we were returning to Queen Brisha with nothing to show for our escapade, and I just knew she wouldn’t be happy about it. Brisha and bad news didn’t exactly mix well.

      “Well, it’s been a pleasure,” I said, stepping up to the two Draconian leaders, who were still arm in arm. “We’re sorry for the damage we caused—we hope you can rebuild and thrive again. As a gesture of goodwill, we’ll keep the cure a secret, so you may have your planet back with no fear of a fresh invasion.”

      Navan walked up beside me. “We will not breathe a word of it. It’s about time the Draconians had peace, free from the grip of my kind,” he added, taking Freya’s hand and placing a kiss on her scales.

      She smiled. “Go in grace.”

      “We will,” I replied.

      Lauren was the last to say her farewells. She was just offering a low bow to Freya, when Ginji bounded out of the shadows and launched himself at her. She laughed as the young Draconian wrapped his scaly arms around her, gripping her tight, apparently more comfortable with physical contact than he’d been before. With a wry smile, I wondered if we were a bad influence on the kid.

      “I will miss you all!” Ginji sobbed, overcome with emotion. “I thought about sneaking on board your ship, but I know my place is here.”

      “We will miss you too, Ginji,” Lauren said, peeling the Draconian off her as gently as she could.

      Freya looked surprised by her son’s behavior but said nothing as he went around to the rest of our group, giving us each a warm hug. Not even Bashrik and Navan could escape his tight embrace, though Bashrik looked especially awkward. With his mind still mostly believing he was a Draconian, I imagined his views on such things were in turmoil.

      With all our goodbyes given, the five of us found our way aboard the Vanquish. The bay doors slid up for the very last time upon the view of the temple entrance. Cambien, Freya, and Ginji were standing in front of it, looking up at the ship like parents waving farewell to their child who was just about to drive off to college. The sight of them gripped my heart, making me think of Jean and Roger, who would never be able to replicate that image. I wasn’t there; I wasn’t going to college—I was on the other side of the universe, heading back into the jaws of danger.

      At this point, it would be a freaking miracle if we ever got back to our home world, with Orion, Brisha, Gianne, and countless others standing in our way.

      Bashrik took to the ship’s controls, with Navan taking up the position of copilot. Angie, Lauren, and I remained in the cockpit, wanting to be near each other in this time of shared disappointment. It seemed weird to be taking off without having something positive to take back. I just prayed Queen Brisha would understand, when we delivered the vial to her, that we’d done our best. We’d done as she’d asked. It was just unfortunate that the blood was no good.

      Vibrations rippled through the ship as Bashrik fired up the engines, the Vanquish rising into the sky, taking us away from the verdant landscape of Zai. I kept my eyes on the front windshield for as long as I could, until the temple and the jungles, and the minute figures of Cambien, Freya, and Ginji, disappeared into nothing more than a green smudge. It really was sad to say goodbye, even with my hand clasped around the chunk of opaleine that Cambien had given me. After all, there was no way of knowing if we’d ever be close enough to victory for me to call on him again.

      “I’ve been thinking,” I said quietly, my voice cutting through the morose atmosphere. “We should get the bad news out of the way before we reach Vysanthe. That way, we can judge Brisha’s reaction before we’re too close to do anything about it.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Lauren said. “She knows I’ve got a good grasp on these things, so I’m hoping I can persuade her that it wasn’t our fault.”

      Angie put her arm around our friend. “If anyone can talk her into believing it, it’s you.”

      “We can explain that we’re really doing her a favor,” Navan added. “If she just puts that blood into the elixir, without us warning her, who knows what might happen to her test subjects?”

      Bashrik nodded. “Even with synthesis, it would be a disaster, and I don’t think I could watch faces melt again.” He shuddered, glancing around to see our smiling faces. “What are you all grinning about? You think melting faces are funny?” he asked, his own face twisting in a grimace.

      “You remembered,” Angie murmured.

      “Remembered what?”

      She grinned. “You remembered something from Vysanthe. You remembered watching the last test of the immortality elixir. Your coldblood memories are coming back!”

      Bashrik sank down into the pilot’s chair, running a hand through his hair. “This is all getting very confusing. One minute, I’m one thing, the next I’m something else. It’s all a bit foggy in here, to be honest,” he admitted, tapping the side of his head.

      “Well, while you’re recovering the lost part of yourself, why don’t we give Brisha a call?” Navan suggested.

      Angie nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, maybe the sound of her voice will bring it all back to you!”

      “Yeah, let’s just make sure we keep what happened to Bashrik under wraps. Nobody ever needs to find out about it,” I said firmly, knowing they all agreed. The last thing we needed was the Vysantheans finding out about a cure for the coldblood plague. If they found out, they’d be back mining opaleine as soon as their ships could get there.

      Navan opened a communication channel directly to Vysanthe. I waited for the familiar crackle to bristle through the speakers, but it never came. There was the low hiss of white noise, but nothing more. Navan tried a different channel, but still nothing happened. On the screen, a single line moved across the task bar, the spikes and troughs of any sound completely absent.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, coming up behind Navan.

      He shook his head. “It looks like our entire communication network is down.”

      “How?” Lauren pressed, peering at the control panel.

      “It’s been tampered with, by the looks of it,” Navan replied anxiously. “I can’t even get a channel open to local devices, like the ones in your ears. There’s just… nothing.”

      I wondered if this was Pandora’s doing. If she’d overheard everything I’d said to Cambien, instead of the small amount she’d claimed to have eavesdropped on, then cutting the comms would have been the perfect way to ensure we didn’t fulfill our plans. Without a means of communication, we couldn’t contact the Fed, or any nearby civilizations, to come and help us. If we wanted assistance, we’d be forced to fly down to the surface of local planets with no way of announcing ourselves first. Moreover, it meant we’d have to return to Vysanthe, to tell Queen Brisha what had happened in person. Even from beyond the grave, Pandora was taunting us.

      “Wait… I think we can receive incoming transmissions, but we can’t respond,” Navan grumbled. “Let’s just hope no passing ships take it as a sign of rudeness and decide to open fire.”

      “They’d do that?!” Angie exclaimed, her face aghast.

      Navan nodded. “Out here, with no one around for lightyears, it can be a case of shoot first, identify the victim later.”

      “I say we get to the quarantine facility as soon as possible, before we have the chance to bump into anyone unsavory,” Bashrik said, his hands darting across the screen. Despite not being able to understand much of the control panel, I could tell that the quarantine zone seemed to already be logged into the navigation system. Bashrik found it easily and plotted a course.

      “How far away is it?” I asked.

      Bashrik sighed. “Six hours.”

      Navan glanced down at the navigation map. “Yeah, but it’s on our way to the Fed outpost. It shouldn’t be too much farther from there.”

      “How do you know?” Lauren asked.

      “It’s a place I’ve passed before, on previous exploratory missions,” he explained. “I never dared get too close before, but I know it’s not far from the quarantine facility.”

      “Speaking of which, our rock zombies should be awake by now.” Angie groaned at the prospect. “You were in that opaleine two seconds, Bashrik, and it did enough damage to you. I dread to think what state these poor bastards will be in.”

      Navan stood from his chair. “I suppose we should go check on them.”

      “You want me to come with you?” Bashrik asked.

      “Yeah, I might need some extra muscle if any of them have broken loose,” Navan replied. “Riley, can you stay in charge of the control panel, in case it goes off autopilot?”

      I shook my head. “No way. I’m coming with you. I’ll take a gun if I have to, but I’m not staying here while you go and check on them.”

      “Fine,” Navan said, evidently not in the mood to argue. “Lauren, Angie, will you stay on the controls while we go to the med-bay?”

      “Absolutely,” Angie said. “No way you’d get me within a hundred feet of those things! They are going to be so pissed!”

      Lauren smiled. “If you need any more hands on deck, come and get us.”

      With that, the three of us made our way through the ship, heading toward the med-bay. We were all armed with guns, though my palms were sweating on the handle, my trigger finger trembling. If a coldblood came toward me, I wasn’t sure I could even fire the damn thing. Then again, adrenaline would probably take over if another life-or-death situation presented itself.

      We paused outside the locked door of the med-bay, and Navan punched in the code. As soon as the hatch rose, a chilling sound greeted us, sending a shiver up my spine. On every bed, the stone shells had crumbled away from the bodies of the coldbloods, and they were writhing in the debris, harrowing screams rising from their throats.

      One coldblood was straining so hard against his restraints that the veins were bulging out of his head, his eyes looking about ready to pop. The whole bed rattled as he pulled against his bonds, but they wouldn’t budge. Even so, it was enough to terrify me. With each yank, I thought he was going to snap the restraints, and my neck shortly afterward.

      “Kill me!” another one howled, her eyes desperate.

      “Forgive me for my sins,” another whispered miserably, repeating the mantra over and over as tears ran down his face.

      Every single one had a wild look in their eyes, their tortured minds struggling to deal with the trauma of being locked up inside themselves for years, able to see and hear, but unable to speak or move. At last, they had been freed of their prisons, but that didn’t take away decades of suffering. Some didn’t look like they knew what to do with their limbs, their expressions shocked by the freedom of movement. It was coming back to some quicker than others, but the pain that followed was something none of us could have anticipated.

      “It burns!” a coldblood female screamed. “Make it stop! It burns so bad!”

      I realized it must have been like recovering from the worst case of pins and needles ever, though that didn’t even begin to cover it. These people had been frozen in one position for years, the blood only now returning to parts that had been starved of oxygen and nutrients. On some coldbloods, I could see that it was already too late—dead limbs had blackened, turning slowly to ash, as agonized screams tore from the throats of the new amputees.

      “Is there anything we can do?” I gasped, the roar of their pain deafening.

      Navan shook his head. “Only the doctors at the quarantine facility can help them now. I’d administer some drugs to try and ease their suffering, but I don’t know what would work.”

      “I hate to say it, but this really is horrific,” Bashrik murmured. “I would rather be killed outright than have to endure what they have endured.”

      I had to agree with him. This was awful. I wondered if Cambien and the Pyros had known the full extent of the torture they were inflicting on the coldbloods when they infected them with the virus. If they had, it tainted them in my eyes. Then again, it always came back to the same thing: the Vysantheans hadn’t given the Draconians another choice. Right now, my moral compass had no idea which way was north.

      On the floor, a cluster of antivirus insects lay in a small heap, their wings stilled. They had done their job, but now they seemed to be dead. I didn’t know if the distance between here and Zai had cut off their power, or if they relied on solar energy, or if something else had made them stop. Whatever it was, they were no longer functioning.

      Thinking quickly, I snatched a metal box down from one of the medical shelves and went over to the dead nano-insects, picking them all up and dropping them into the container, before hurrying back to the med-bay entrance, the coldbloods’ screams echoing in my ears.

      “We should keep this door locked and stay away until the doctors can come and help. The quarantine facility isn’t far—we can let the medics feed them when we get there. I don’t want to risk getting too close,” Navan insisted, ushering us back out of the med-bay and closing the door behind us, punching in the emergency quarantine code once more.

      We were silent as we made our way back up to the cockpit, all of us reeling from what we’d just seen. The coldbloods’ only hope was expert medical attention, which wasn’t something any of us could offer. And so, all we could do was wait until we reached the quarantine facility, which was still six hours away.

      Pausing just short of the cockpit, we made a quick detour to the airlock. Knowing it was the best place for them, we put the box of antivirus insects into the center chamber and opened the lid, before stepping back out into the safety of the inner corridor. As soon as the interior hatch closed shut, Navan typed in the code which opened the outer door. From the small window, we watched as the box and the insects within were sucked out into the endless oblivion of space, never to be seen again. With that done, we made our way back to the cockpit.

      As we stepped into the control room, I shuddered. A sound drifted up through the metal grates that covered the floor. I had to listen closely to pick it out over the thrum of the engines, but it was definitely there. It was the sound of those tortured souls, their screams impossible to silence.
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      After passing the time with countless games of I Spy, wolfing down several freeze-dried packets of astronaut food and a few vials of blood for the boys, we heard the control panel beep unexpectedly. The sharp sound prompted Bashrik to get up from his intense game of hangman. We were using the papyrus and the singeing pen I’d pilfered from the Draconian lodge, finally putting it to some good use.

      “Perfect timing. You were about to get your ass kicked!” Angie called up to him.

      “Not at all. The word is ‘galactic,’” he replied, making Angie grumble under her breath.

      “Lucky guess,” she muttered.

      Bashrik smiled. “No, you just made it too easy,” he countered, his hands moving over the controls. “We’re approaching the quarantine station,” he said distractedly.

      Through the glass, I could see a hulking metal structure appearing on the horizon, getting closer with every passing second. It looked similar to images I’d seen of the International Space Station orbiting around Earth, only this construction was way bigger, with several orb-shaped attachments branching off a central atrium. It was turning slowly, and my engineer’s mind guessed that the rotation of the metal arms was likely responsible for the station’s energy production, creating electricity in much the same way as a wind turbine or a tidal turbine might. From this distance, I could already see the glow of artificial lights shining out at us through the windows that peppered the station’s chrome exterior as we drew nearer.

      “We’ve got an incoming transmission,” Bashrik said with a grimace.

      A moment later, the speakers crackled. “This is Quarantine Station Panacea speaking. State your business.”

      I looked to Navan. “What are we going to do?”

      “Dock, and hope they don’t kill us first,” he replied, turning to Bashrik. “Turn on the ship’s white lights to show we surrender!” he urged, reminding me of the action he’d taken in the Snapper, when we’d been forced to cross the border from Southern Vysanthe to Northern Vysanthe. It had saved us then—and I hoped it would save us now.

      The speakers reverberated again. “Are you in distress? Flash your lights twice if your comms are damaged,” the voice said. Bashrik obeyed. “Very well, you may approach the station and dock. Guards will meet you on arrival.”

      “Let’s just hope they’re gentle with us,” Bashrik mused, navigating us toward a metal umbilical port that extended from the side of the quarantine station. Skillfully, he connected the airlock of our ship with the docking port, a jolt sending us flying forward as the two parts joined.

      No more than two minutes later, there was a worrying knock at the exterior airlock door, the sound echoing through to the cockpit. A second, more impatient knock followed quickly afterward. We all scrambled to our feet and hurried into the main space, pausing before we made our way down the hallway to the right, where the airlock lay.

      “Well, is someone going to answer it?” Angie hissed.

      Navan looked at me. “You three should hide. They’re coldblood doctors—they might want to investigate you further, if they see you,” he whispered anxiously, gesturing for us to hurry down the hallway to the left, as far from the airlock as possible.

      There wasn’t time to argue, as a third knock pierced the air, startling us. Exchanging a glance of agreement with my best friends, we took off down the opposite corridor, slipping into a supply room and pressing our backs up against the door, panting hard as we sank to the floor.

      It was a tortuous wait, especially when we couldn’t hear a single word that was being said. The boys were too far away. It was only when I heard heavy boots on the metal walkway outside that we caught our first snippet of their conversation. The boys had brought them this way to take them to the med-bay, and by the sound of it, there were quite a few coldbloods with them.

      “You liberated them from Zai?” a voice asked sternly. It was a masculine voice, deep and raspy.

      “No, not the planet itself. It appears that some of the infected tried to escape, but only got as far as a planetoid nearby. We picked up on their distress beacon as we were passing, quite by chance,” Navan replied, his tone confident.

      “We were wondering where the rest of the mining missions had ended up. They were presumed to still be on Zai, but Queen Gianne put an end to our immunization funding, so we’ve never been able to retrieve those who were left,” the voice replied bitterly.

      “Do you have medicine for the victims of the virus?” Bashrik asked.

      The doctor snorted. “We have antiviral drugs in our stores, but without further experimentation, we can’t refine the formula. Indeed, none of our patients have ever returned to their former selves. All we can do is make them comfortable until they come screaming to the end of their miserable lives.”

      “You won’t need to use your antivirals on these particular patients,” Navan explained. “It seems that, over time, the virus wore off. These people were running around half-crazed when we found them.”

      The doctor made a curious sound. “Wore off, you say? I had an inkling that might be the case, but we had no further subjects to test the theory on, and Queen Gianne forbade every request I made to search for the other miners.”

      “I’m not sure these people are in a better state than your other patients,” Navan said reluctantly.

      The doctor sighed. “No matter. We’re just a spinning graveyard in space, anyway. All they can do here is wait until death claims them.”

      Their voices faded away to nothing as they made their way down to the med-bay, leaving the three of us to look at one another with a mixture of sorrow and relief. As bad as the coldbloods could be, nobody deserved that kind of fate.

      A short while later, we heard the return of Navan, Bashrik, and their coldblood escort.

      “We’ll gather some porters and some stretchers, and have them off your hands in no time,” a different voice spoke, this one definitely more female.

      “And thank you for offering to deliver the paperwork to Queen Gianne for us, Navan. If I’d known we were speaking to the sons of Jareth Idrax, I’d never have brought armed guards,” the first male voice said.

      Navan gave a soft laugh. “Our comms are down—I don’t blame you for being cautious. You can’t be too careful out here, especially with a station full of crazed patients.”

      “You have no idea how right you are, Navan!” the male replied, evidently indulging in some ass-kissing. I figured the news that Navan had jumped ship to Brisha’s side had not yet traveled this far from Vysanthe.

      The voices disappeared again, though they were replaced by the sound of juddering vibrations ten minutes later. Flattening to the ground, I peered out of the narrow slit at the bottom of the door in time to see a fleet of hovering stretchers humming down the hallway, flanked by stern-faced coldbloods, some bearing weapons.

      Only when they were gone did I turn to my friends. “They’re collecting the miners on these cool floating stretchers,” I whispered.

      “What, like levitating gurneys?” Angie asked, arching an eyebrow. The light overhead was dim, but I could see my friends if I squinted hard enough.

      I nodded. “I mean, I think they’ve got little engines in them, but yeah, they’re floating along!”

      “At least they’re not carrying fifty-nine coldbloods all the way through the ship. We’d be here all day!” Lauren chuckled.

      I grinned, lifting a finger to my lips as the thrumming of the stretchers came back. Lowering my head to the floor again, I watched the convoy of sick Vysantheans pass by, their bodies limp, their heads lolling. Clearly, they’d been given a sedative of some kind, to keep them calm. However, when my eyes locked with the open, blank stare of a floppy coldblood, my heart almost jumped straight out of my mouth. The female looked awake, but I knew she wasn’t—if she were, she’d have been screaming the place down. Even knocked out, she still wore a look of unbearable pain.

      After listening to several return trips, the judder of the floating gurneys ceased, and a loud clank seemed to signal the departure of the quarantine doctors, complete with their armed guards. Shortly afterward, we heard boots on the walkway outside.

      “You can come out now,” Navan whispered.

      “Then why are you whispering?” I retorted through the gap.

      He grinned at me as he opened the supply room door. “For dramatic effect, obviously.”

      “Are you sure they’re all gone?” Angie asked, peering down each side of the hallway.

      Bashrik nodded. “They’re all gone, and so are the plague victims.”

      “Did they buy your story?” Lauren pressed.

      “They seemed to,” Bashrik replied, his confident tone giving me reassurance.

      As selfish as it sounded, it did feel nice to know we were now the only five on board the Vanquish. With the sick coldbloods gone, we wouldn’t have to worry about being murdered in our sleep, nor would I have to hear the blood-chilling sound of their agony. There was nothing we could do for them—they were in the best possible care now.

      “Seems you got yourself a fan,” I teased as we headed for the cockpit.

      Navan frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “That coldblood you were talking to—he seemed impressed by your name. You Idraxes are like Vysanthean celebrities,” I said, nestling against him as he put his arm around my shoulders.

      “It comes in handy from time to time,” Navan replied, though there was a bitterness in his voice. He hated that his father’s name brought him advantages; I could see it on his face.

      “It’s about time we paid the Fed a visit,” Bashrik chimed in cheerfully, giving his brother a playful shove in the arm. It appeared to distract Navan from his thoughts, a smile tugging at his lips.

      “Lead the way, Bash,” he encouraged. It seemed that, the farther away from Zai we got, the more Bashrik was returning to his usual, coldblood self. It made me hopeful that the revived coldbloods might find a bit more peace, now that they were away from the planet that had confined them.

      Bashrik smirked. “I would if I knew the way, Navan. You’re the one with the coordinates.”

      Chuckling to himself, Navan released his hold on my shoulders and approached the control panel, typing in a location and setting a course for our new destination, his hands moving rapidly across the screen. The Fed outpost was waiting for us, and I was forcing myself to be hopeful.
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* * *

      After being told it would be another four hours until we reached the outpost, the girls and I decided to put our time to better use than endless travel games. Leaving Bashrik and Navan in the cockpit, I took them down to the weapons pods and began to teach them how to use the warship’s guns.

      “You’re naturals!” I beamed as Lauren shot a pulsar into the oblivion of space.

      “Take that, meteor!” she whooped. The beam smashed a floating chunk of rock to smithereens.

      Angie, meanwhile, used the force beams to push away small pieces of space debris that were hurtling toward the ship, exploding out from the site of Lauren’s obliterated target. She hummed to herself, her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth in concentration.

      “This is pretty cool, but I’m glad Earth doesn’t have warships like this,” she said, pushing away a cluster of rocks.

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” Lauren agreed, firing at another small meteor that crossed our path.

      “Can you imagine each of our most powerful nations equipped with one of these bad boys?” Angie went on, pulling a face.

      I gave a grim laugh. “There’d be nothing left of Earth by the time they were done.”

      As they returned to their explode-and-push operation, I turned back to the screen in front of me. I was in the command module of the weapons deck, where the officers would have sat, if we had any officers on board. While they’d been getting a handle on the different guns, I’d been becoming better acquainted with the ship’s built-in systems. Navan had filtered the mainframe network down to my module so I could study the operations of the whole vessel, not just the weapons. It was good to know how to get the main blast cannons to work and stop, though it served as a reminder of the crumbled wing of the Draconian temple.

      There were other weapons, too, that weren’t available from the pods on either side of me. Here, we had laser guns, machine guns, missile launchers, flamethrowers, chemical sprayers—everything required to start a war on an unsuspecting nation. It horrified me, and I vowed never to touch a single one. Cannons and force guns were bad enough, but chemical sprayers? I shuddered at the thought.

      We were still only halfway into our four-hour trek to the Fed outpost, when Navan appeared at the threshold of my pod. His face was smeared with what looked like oil, the sleeves of his t-shirt rolled up to reveal his muscular arms. After the traumatic events of the last few days, I’d forgotten just how good it could feel to have some physical contact. There hadn’t been much time for that sort of thing with the mission taking precedence.

      Now, however, we had two hours to kill. Angie and Lauren had given up on their weapons training, their gazes turned out toward the vastness of space. I could see that Angie was getting sleepy, her eyelids sliding shut. They wouldn’t notice if I went missing for a while.

      “What happened to you?” I asked, getting out of my seat and moving over to Navan. I tried to wipe away the oil that smeared his cheek, but I only made it worse.

      “I needed to fix a few things in the engine room,” he explained.

      I smiled and batted my eyelashes at him. “Will you show me? I’d love to see the inner workings of this ship.” Sexy talk wasn’t exactly my specialty, but I’d expected more of a reaction out of Navan, who just gave a casual shrug.

      “Yeah, sure. It’s pretty noisy in there, though,” he said, putting his arm around my shoulder and leading me out of the pod.

      “Angie, Lauren, we’re just going to the engine room to look at some… big machines,” I announced, turning over my shoulder.

      Lauren grinned, sticking up two thumbs, while Angie was fast asleep in the chair of her pod, her soft snoring echoing down the corridor. I stroked the side of Navan’s arm, looking up at him, but he remained oblivious to my frankly embarrassing attempt at being sexy.

      “Is it… hot in the engine room?” I asked, trying to make my voice sound sultry.

      Navan shrugged. “Pretty hot. There are a lot of working parts in there. They give off a lot of heat in order to stay cool.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Does it make you all sweaty?” I tried again.

      “It can. Why, do I look sweaty?” he replied, lifting the collar of his t-shirt to smell the fabric.

      “You definitely look hot,” I murmured.

      “I’ve been at it for two hours. Guess I must look like a mess.” He laughed, squeezing my shoulder in a side hug. I didn’t know whether to be amused or devastated that I was throwing my best moves at him, and he wasn’t noticing a single one. Then again, my moves were admittedly weak—they always had been.

      “Would you like to see me all hot and sweaty?” I made one last attempt, but he wasn’t even looking at me. His eyes were fixed ahead, his thumb absently stroking the side of my neck.

      “Did you want to help me out in the engine room? I should have asked—I totally forgot that’s your area of expertise. I suppose it would be good for you to have a grasp of Vysanthean engineering, in case you need to use it in the future,” he replied apologetically, his casual tone making me want to grab him by the face and kiss him hard, until he noticed me.

      Realizing that might be the only way of getting him to understand what I was up to, I kicked open the door to one of the supply rooms and dragged him inside, gripping the fabric of his t-shirt as I pulled him toward me. All I wanted was to be kissed, and to forget the misery of the previous days. I didn’t want to think about the terrible things my hands could do. I wanted to use them for something good, something exciting.

      Navan looked surprised as I kissed him deeply, pulling his head down to mine, running my hands through his hair. He really must have been oblivious to my half-baked advances, but it was good to feel that delicious moment when surprise turned to excitement—when a kiss turned into something more.

      His hands slid down my waist and over the rise of my hips, pulling me closer to him. Our kiss deepened, the passion blossoming, his tongue exploring my mouth as he pushed me against the wall of the supply room, knocking over a stack of crates in a haze of frantic anticipation.

      “I didn’t think you’d want to,” he whispered breathlessly, placing a trail of kisses down the curve of my neck.

      “With you, I always want to,” I breathed, as his hands slid under my shirt, seeking out the hook of my bra.

      “Just, with everything that happened, I wanted to give you some space,” he explained, his voice catching in his throat as I let my hands trail across the front of his pants, feeling his eagerness.

      “You are my space—you are where it’s easy to breathe,” I murmured, as he lifted my shirt over my head and threw it to the ground. Picking me up as though I weighed nothing, he lowered me to the floor, his mouth exploring every part of my bare skin, his fingertips making quick work of the buttons on my pants, before shimmying them off.

      “Do you have the herbs?” I gasped, feeling his body press against me. I was moments away from being with him, but that didn’t mean we had to be reckless.

      He nodded, a slightly embarrassed look twinkling in his slate eyes. “I didn’t want to be presumptuous, but I didn’t want us to get caught without them, either,” he whispered, pulling his discarded pants back toward him and rummaging in the pockets. He brought out two of the Vysanthean herbs, passing one to me.

      I swallowed it, then pulled Navan close, desperate to feel his bare skin against mine again. It had been way too long since we’d done this, and I didn’t want to wait a moment longer. I wanted to forget the ordinary world. I wanted to feel the ecstasy that flooded my veins whenever I was entangled with him. I wanted to envelop him, until there was no telling where one of us began and the other ended.

      After all, we had two hours to kill, and I was determined to make the most of them.
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* * *

      By the time we heard Bashrik’s voice echoing across the loudspeakers, telling us that we were approaching the Fed outpost, we had collapsed in one another’s arms, my head on his chest, his arm around my waist, our bodies drenched in sweat, a happy smile on each of our faces.

      We dressed quickly and hurried back up to the cockpit, where we waited for the Fed outpost to appear. I was excited at the prospect of meeting more of these universal guardians, especially since I didn’t know what sort of species was in charge.

      “Where have you been?” Angie asked suspiciously, raising an eyebrow.

      Lauren flashed me a wink. “They went to the engine room to look over some of the mechanisms, right?”

      I blushed. “Something like that. Anyway, where’s the outpost? Is it on a planet?” I asked, looking ahead. I didn’t know if it would be a structure like the one we’d just visited, to drop off the coldbloods, or on an actual planet, like the Fed who resided on Earth.

      Navan tilted his head. “It’s a large structure built on the surface of a moon, though no other species live there. This outpost caters to a series of four nearby planets—the moon is equidistant from each.”

      “Cool.” I whistled. “Are they lycans?”

      Navan shook his head. “No, I think this outpost is manned by a large number of fae.”

      “Fairies?!” Angie yelped excitedly, prompting a laugh from Bashrik.

      “No, not fairies—fae. They’re a very diligent, honorable species with powerful telekinetic abilities,” he elaborated.

      Angie grinned. “But are they teeny-tiny, with wings and a fondness for children’s teeth?”

      Bashrik frowned at her, bemused. “A fondness for teeth? What kind of sick fairies do you have on Earth?”

      “The tooth fairy! She creeps into your house at night, takes your lost teeth, and gives you a quarter in return,” Angie replied defiantly, but Bashrik was having none of it.

      “That’s disgusting, not to mention downright disturbing!” he cried.

      “I take it there’s no tooth fairy for your Vysanthean fangs?” Lauren teased, laughing at the pair of them.

      Bashrik shook his head vigorously. “There certainly is not! We do not let creepy weirdos just waltz into our homes and steal our things!”

      “No, because you are the creepy weirdos,” Angie retorted playfully. Bashrik flashed her a sour look, opening his mouth to say something else, but Navan interrupted him before he could utter a word.

      “I hate to break this up, but we’re approaching,” Navan said.

      “If the fae agree to help us, do you think they might help us persuade the Titans, too?” I asked, moving beside Navan, my eyes watching the small, silvery moon as it appeared ahead.

      Navan pulled a face. “I still don’t like the idea of getting the Titans involved,” he said firmly. We’d already discussed them during our journey from Zai, while playing our games of hangman and I Spy, but Navan hadn’t seemed entirely sold on the idea. It didn’t look like anything had changed in that short time. He’d seemed slightly more interested when I’d told him about Cambien’s promise to be an ally—or to send an ally, as the case appeared to be—but even then it had been like squeezing blood from a stone. The others had been more excited by the news, but I had a feeling Navan just didn’t like anything that involved Cambien. Either that, or he didn’t like the proviso that came with Cambien’s help—we do all the grunt work, and he takes the credit of providing the final blow. I guessed he couldn’t trust what he didn’t know, and none of us knew what this final blow entailed.

      Bashrik nodded. “As I said before, the Titans are fearsome warriors, but they’re a troubling group. They’d be as likely to kill us as help us.”

      “Yes, but if we got the fae to aid in our mission, they might be able to provide some backup with the Titans,” I insisted.

      Angie made a sound of agreement. “You said these fae have powerful telekinetic abilities, right? So they could get into the minds of the Titans and make them join us!” she said, making some somewhat worrying hand gestures.

      “He said they were telekinetic, not telepathic,” Lauren corrected. “Although, they might share some similar ground?”

      Bashrik shrugged. “I’ve never spent enough time with one to know.”

      “Or, maybe you did, and they made you forget all about it!” Angie replied, waggling her hands in a spooky manner.

      “Look, I’m just not keen on the idea of the Titans joining us,” Navan interjected bitterly. “They’re nothing but trouble. They’re only marginally better than coldbloods, if we’re looking at morality. If we have any other option, I say we avoid them, but we can talk about it after we’ve dealt with the Fed.”

      The moon was getting closer. A large number of tiny satellites flowed around the sphere, following no particular orbit. I wondered if they were like the satellites at home, intended to receive and transmit information. If they were responsible for four planets, they needed a way of communicating quickly across a large space.

      It was only as we drew nearer to the surface that I realized they weren’t satellites at all. They were bodies—hundreds of bodies, drifting aimlessly. And they were harrowingly small.

      “They’re children,” I gasped, tears pricking my eyes.

      Navan shook his head slowly. “Not children. Fae.”

      We stared in disbelief at the wreckage of the outpost building, which had been more or less destroyed. Pieces of debris were floating around, bumping into the corpses. There were no spacesuits, no breathing apparatuses, no signs that anyone had escaped. They were all just floating there, their sanctuary blown to bits.

      I realized, with sickening certainty, that everyone at the Fed outpost was dead.
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      I stared out at the chaos, stunned. The chunks of metal and stone looked oddly familiar. With a sickening sense of understanding, I realized this was the same kind of debris we’d run into on our way to Zai. The fragments had evidently floated out from the source of the destruction, the aftermath reaching far into the universe. I imagined an explosion would give off a powerful first push.

      “They’re all dead,” Angie whispered.

      Her words made my mind drift back to the distress call that had come through our speakers before we’d even reached Zai. That child’s voice pleading for our help. This must have been where they were transmitting from, desperate for someone to rescue them from their ruined outpost.

      “Who would do something like this?” Lauren added solemnly.

      “Many species have a vendetta against the Fed, though most are smart enough not to strike against them,” Navan murmured. “I have theories, but I don’t know for sure who would’ve singled out this outpost.”

      Tears pricked my eyes as a body floated past us, having broken free of the grisly congregation in the moon’s orbit. The body hit the windshield of the Vanquish with a sickening thud, before ricocheting off. I caught glimpses of the face as the body spiraled but wished I hadn’t. A crystalline network of ice had trailed across a face so swollen and distorted that it was impossible to tell what they’d once looked like.

      “Do you think there are any survivors?” I asked, thinking again of the voice that had called to us from across space. There was no way of knowing how long the attacked fae had been out here, like this. We’d received the distress call a week ago, and she could’ve been trying to find aid long before we’d picked up her transmission.

      Sorrow bristled through me as I realized we’d probably waited too long. If we’d forced Pandora to launch a rescue mission, refusing to take no for an answer, we might have had a window of opportunity to save any survivors. A week, eking out an existence on a destroyed outpost, with limited—if not zero—life support resources seemed like an impossibility. If I hadn’t already seen the puffed-up face of a dead fae, I might have hoped their bodies worked differently and could hold out in the harsh conditions of open space, but now that possibility was gone.

      “If they managed to stay inside the outpost during the explosion, finding some sort of shelter from the blast, then maybe they weren’t expelled into space,” Bashrik reasoned, though he looked just as doubtful as I felt.

      “The voice we heard—that distress call that came through… I think it came from here,” I said. “If that girl is still down there, then we need to find her.”

      Lauren nodded. “I was just thinking the same thing. The debris is too similar to be a coincidence.”

      “We let her down once, but if she’s still alive, we can’t let her down again,” Angie added quietly, her eyes fixed on the devastation in front of us.

      “Even if there aren’t any survivors, we need to find out what caused this. If a report needs to be made to the Fed, then we should gather as much intel as possible,” Navan interjected. “The only problem is, we can’t get closer to the outpost without risking the debris or bodies hitting the ship.”

      Bashrik grimaced. “The debris could damage the ship’s hull if we get hit, and we might damage the bodies if they hit us hard enough. I think they deserve better than that.”

      “I agree,” I said, and the others nodded their assent. I really didn’t want to see these poor souls put through any further indignities.

      “Can’t we use the force guns to gently push them aside?” Angie asked.

      Lauren shook her head. “No, if we use the force guns, even the slightest push would mean expelling everything away from the orbit of the moon. Bodies and debris would end up flying everywhere.”

      “What about suits?” I pressed, trying to wrack my brain. I couldn’t remember seeing any on the Vanquish, but I figured the coldbloods would know what kind of inventory these warships tended to have. After all, if these ships were built for battle, they’d undoubtedly get damaged somewhere along the line, and that would mean mechanics taking a spacewalk to fix whatever had been broken.

      “There are spacesuits in the engine room,” Bashrik said, a note of hope in his voice. “No idea what shape they’re in, or how long it’s been since they were used, but they might be our only shot.”

      It was all the persuasion I needed. “Let’s take the suits then!”

      I hurried from the room, with the others right behind me. Upon reaching the engine room, however, my optimism sank like a stone in deep water. In a locker to the side of the noisy engine room, we found four suits, though two looked as though they’d seen better days. One had a great big tear in the fabric and a crack in the helmet, while the other one looked like it had been burned to a crisp.

      “Looks like only two of us are going out there,” Navan muttered, taking out the viable suits. He was about to hand one to Bashrik, but I stepped in defiantly.

      “Someone with the right skills needs to stay in the cockpit to drive this thing if something happens out there,” I said. “That falls on either you or Bashrik.”

      Bashrik lifted his hands in surrender. “I’ll happily give up my spot. I’ve taken a few spacewalks before, and they’re really not that fun.”

      I turned to Lauren and Angie. “Do either of you mind if I go?”

      They shook their heads vigorously. “Just take care of yourself out there,” Lauren warned.

      “Yeah, please come back safe,” Angie agreed, offering none of her usual humor.

      “I will,” I replied, turning back to Navan. “Looks like it’s you and me, then.”

      He smiled begrudgingly. “It’s always you and me,” he murmured. “I just wish you weren’t so stubborn.” I rose up on my tiptoes and kissed him on the lips, taking the spacesuit out of his hands.

      “You wouldn’t have me any other way,” I teased.

      He laughed. “You’ve got me there.”

      With his arm around me, we made our way out of the engine room, heading back up to the main space of the ship. The suit was a hefty piece of equipment, getting heavier with each minute I carried it. I knew it wouldn’t feel like that out in the weightless vacuum of space, but I was already working up a sweat.

      “Need a hand?” Navan asked, carrying his with ease.

      I shook my head, smiling wryly. “Queen of Stubborn, remember?”

      In the main chamber, we came to a halt. With the help of the others, Navan and I clambered into the suits, making sure every buckle was fastened, every zipper done up, every clamp snapped into place. There were retractable folds at the elbows, knees, and waist, to fit the suit to the size of the wearer, so at least I wasn’t drowning in it. Even so, I was getting more anxious by the second. After all, there was no way of testing our suits before we stepped out of the safety of the ship. We were taking a leap into the unknown, without having any clue how protected our bodies were. The last thing I wanted to do was end up bloated and frozen, drifting forever through space.

      Once the suits were fastened up, Navan explained the life support and movement systems. There was a panel on my forearm, embedded into the material, with an orange light flashing to show the steady flow of my oxygen levels, and a red beep to show the beat of my heart.

      “If either of those lights turns blue, then you’re in the danger zone, and we turn back immediately,” he explained, his voice tight with worry. He went on to explain how the two triggers attached to my hips controlled the air jets that would move me wherever I wanted to go—the right trigger made me move to the right, the left made me move to the left, and both together made me move forward.

      “I think I’ve got that,” I said with forced brightness.

      “If anything feels wrong, you can talk to me through the headset,” Navan promised, his voice rasping through the speakers in my helmet. “I’ll be there the whole way. You ready?”

      I nodded. “Let’s go, before I lose my nerve.” He flashed me an anxious look, but I stopped him before he could tell me not to come along. “I’m fine. Let’s just get this show on the road,” I insisted, dragging my heavy body toward the airlock.

      Bashrik opened the door to the airlock, and the other two helped us inside. Once we were safely in the middle chamber, they darted back out into the hallway. The hatch of the interior door slid back down with a satisfying clunk. Once it was secure, Bashrik signaled to us through the small window, giving us a nervous thumbs-up.

      Navan typed the code to unlock the exterior door, waiting for the control panel to turn green, to show that the chamber’s pressure had been altered to match the outside atmosphere. As soon as it flickered green, he pushed down the lever beside the exterior hatch, and the door slid open. The icy cold of the outside crept into the chamber—I could feel it even through the thick insulation of the spacesuit. My oxygen levels seemed to be holding, the small monitor on my arm beeping at a steady pace.

      Navan grasped my gloved hand in his as he helped me through the airlock door. I stepped into space for the first time. It was weird, the floor falling away below me, and yet I didn’t plummet into the black oblivion underneath. I floated there, drifting along. It almost didn’t seem real—it was too bizarre to be reality.

      Removing my hand from Navan’s, I pressed down on the two triggers, propelling myself forward, toward the throng of bodies and debris. I gulped, dreading the moment we got too near, when I’d have to see a corpse up close. But we owed it to the fae to find any survivors among them.

      “I’ll go down to scout the outpost, if you want to check the bodies?” Navan said grimly. “See if you can find any identification cards, that sort of thing.”

      I lifted my hand in an awkward thumbs-up. “Will do.” I supposed he thought I’d be safer out here, instead of getting too close to the origin of the blast site. After all, there was no telling what might still be inside the outpost, lurking in wait.

      He drifted off toward the surface of the moon, winding in and out of the floating masses with ease. I watched him until he disappeared, his jets propelling him toward the outpost itself. I wondered what the other three would be thinking of us splitting up, but since there was no way they could communicate with us, I knew they’d be waiting anxiously in the cockpit, observing us from a distance.

      “Navan is going to explore the outpost. I’m going to check the bodies for ID,” I explained, pressing down on the comms button. They’d be able to hear me, even though they couldn’t respond.

      Taking a deep breath, I moved through the sea of bodies, tentatively reaching for the buttoned jacket pockets of the deceased fae. I tried as hard as I could not to look at their distended faces, or feel the awful hardness of their frozen bodies, but it was impossible to ignore as I took their ID cards and stowed them away in my suit. At each body I came to, I said a few words, though I had no idea what religion these people followed or how they might’ve wished to be honored. Even so, it didn’t feel right to leave them without at least saying something to commemorate the lives they had lived and mourn the way they’d been cut short.

      As I drifted among them, my mind turned, unexpectedly, to thoughts of Galo. Navan believed that this outpost was where he was telling us to go, but I no longer believed that. Galo had tried to tell us something just before he died—he had wanted us to seek someone out, but this couldn’t be it. He’d said something about finding a star, but then he’d been cut off before he could finish. What if we’d misunderstood what he was trying to say? What if there was more to his words that we were missing?

      I was just reaching into the pocket of another poor soul when something launched itself at me in a tangle of flailing limbs and terrifying eyes. All thoughts of Galo dissipated as I screamed into the helmet of my spacesuit, the glass fogging up, making it difficult to see what was coming for me. I held up my hands to defend myself, but I could only feel the bump of bodies against me, not knowing which belonged to corpses, and which to my assailant. I grasped for my triggers, trying to keep my body from flying backward. Suddenly, the onslaught stopped.

      As the condensation cleared on my helmet’s visor, I saw a female fae hovering in front of me. She was about the size of a child, and her enormous eyes—with bright purple and gold irises, and pitch black where the whites ought to be—were staring at me through the glass of a similar helmet’s visor. She was wearing a dark gray spacesuit that almost camouflaged her against the chunks of debris that floated around her. It explained why I hadn’t seen her until the very last moment.

      “Intruders come to take away our lives,” she said, her voice echoing out through external speakers. An eerie smile spread across her mouth, showing two rows of tiny, sharp teeth, which looked oddly like a shark’s. “Big boom, and we all go floating!” She giggled, darting left and right in the air, the sound of her misplaced laughter sending a shiver of fear up my spine. Nothing she said sounded normal, her voice carrying a high-pitched, detached tone.

      “You called us to help you, didn’t you?” I asked. Even though her voice sounded strange at close quarters, I could tell this was the same person who had sent out the distress call.

      The fae tilted her head at me. “Nobody home.”

      “I know we didn’t come when you called, and we’re eternally sorry for that, but we’re here now. Are you the only survivor?” I pressed. “What’s your name?”

      She did a funny twirl in the air. “There is never anyone home. Now, there is no home!” She giggled again.

      “What’s your name?” I tried again.

      “Mauve. Who are you?” she replied, swooping forward suddenly, her helmet clashing with mine. I gasped, struggling for breath, convinced she’d cracked the glass. Her huge eyes were staring right at me, our visors touching.

      “I’m Riley,” I said, panting, trying to restore my heartbeat to a normal pace. I could see it beeping wildly on my forearm panel.

      She squinted at me through the visors. “I know you. You ran away.”

      I shook my head. “No, we didn’t run away from you. We were just slow getting to you. Are you the only one left?”

      “Lonely as a cloud. I’ve never seen a cloud. Have you seen a cloud?” she asked, tilting her head again.

      “I’ve seen a cloud, yes. Does that mean you are the sole survivor?” I asked, determined to get an answer out of this strange being. Were fae always like this, or had the trauma and the time spent with limited oxygen addled her mind?

      “My soul survives. Everyone has a soul, which survives everything,” she replied, her answer just as disjointed as expected. “I’m the only one whose heart is still beating, though.” A giggle rippled from her throat, but it was the confirmation I’d been looking for. Mauve was the only one left.

      “What happened to the Fed outpost?” I went on, knowing I’d have to decipher her responses. However, it seemed like she’d had enough of chatting with me. She pulled away, weaving through the tangled mass of bodies and debris, moving like a swimmer.

      Pressing down on my triggers, I chased after her. She was the only one who knew anything, and I wasn’t about to let her out of my sight. Only, she was moving pretty fast through the crowd of corpses, and I was having trouble catching up. More than once, I bumped into a frozen body in my attempt to move around them, grimacing as I watched them float away into the endless reaches of the universe, which would forever be their graveyard.

      On and on I floated, feeling like I was in some twisted version of Alice in Wonderland, falling down a rabbit hole filled with the bloated, frozen dead and the fractured remains of their former home. Occasionally, I’d catch glimpses of my white rabbit, her gray suit flitting through the orbiting mass, but then she’d disappear again, giving me only a vague direction to follow.

      I was close to giving up when something appeared in the near distance. It shimmered in the reflection of light that glanced up from the moon’s surface, the shape smooth and perfectly round. I’d seen a similar structure before. Mauve hovered beside it, pressing one hand against the gleaming hull.

      I gasped. “It’s a pod.”

      And not just any pod, I realized, coming closer. The bolts showed where a panel had once been, but it now revealed the engraving beneath. It was carved in the shape of Queen Brisha’s symbol.

      I’d never seen the pod Jethro had sent away from Earth with my vial of blood inside, but I had a sneaking suspicion this was that exact pod. The one that had gotten him killed for being a traitor.

      As the pod rotated slowly, I saw that the panel wasn’t the only thing that had been torn off—the whole vessel was in pieces. Only half remained intact, giving the illusion of a complete pod when seen from my angle, while the other fragments had evidently floated off into the vacuum of space. It looked like someone, or something, had forcibly torn the metal apart. And the blood it had been carrying was nowhere to be seen.

      I pressed the comms device. “Navan, there’s something you’ve got to see.”

      A moment later, his voice crackled through. “I’ll be there soon.”

      Glancing at Mauve, who was staring at me intently, I wished for him to hurry. There was something wrong about the female fae, something that made me fear for my life. Her eyes were wild, her movements disjointed.

      And yet, she’d brought me to this pod.

      “Why… Why did you bring me here?” I asked.

      A giggle erupted from her throat, the eerie sound rippling through the emptiness of space.
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      With the helmet blocking most of my peripheral vision, it was hard to keep an eye on the debris to signal Navan when he finally found me in the chaos. It was even harder to look out for him, with Mauve darting around in front of me, flitting around like a frazzled bumblebee.

      “Do you know what was inside the pod?” I asked.

      “We plucked the shiny thing out of the sky!” she shrieked, turning a loop-the-loop overhead.

      “You brought it here?” After my experience with Freya, I’d hoped never to have to decipher the speech of another species again, but here I was, trying to make sense of the fae’s words.

      “I sought buried treasure,” she replied, giggling into the side of her helmet.

      “So you and the other fae intercepted the pod?”

      She shrugged. “They would have stopped me.”

      “The other fae would’ve stopped you from doing what?” I asked, praying for a simple response.

      “I heard about the Vysantheans and their little deviation into the realms of immortality,” she said, speaking more clearly, her eyes still wide. “I wanted to see if we could do what they could not. We are small, our bodies like glass—brittle and fragile. We warp minds to make up for our weakness in the physical world.”

      I gaped at her as the pieces connected. From what I could grasp, Mauve had stopped the pod on its journey through space and sought to use the vial of blood to make an immortality elixir.

      “Why would you do that? You’re part of the Fed—that kind of thing is banned,” I insisted, but it only prompted Mauve to laugh louder.

      “I was tired of rules. I was tired of being weak. Why have all this power, if we can’t stand up against those who would seek to crush us?” she asked. “I stole the blood. I tried to create immortality in a bottle. I got it wrong. And guess what happened next?” Excitement sparkled in her eyes, her behavior bordering on giddy.

      “What happened next?” I replied dutifully, waiting for the punchline.

      “They all died!” Mauve burst into raucous laughter, gripping her stomach as she doubled over in hysterics. I watched her, unable to believe what was happening. Mauve had caused all of this. She had somehow blown apart the outpost, causing every single floating body. Either the weight of that consequence had made her crazy, or she had been crazy in the first place.

      My comm device crackled. “I’m having trouble finding you,” Navan said.

      “I’m off to the right of where you left me. Just keep going through the debris until you come to a pod-like structure,” I explained, hoping it wasn’t too vague. Mauve was still laughing manically, apparently unable to stop. We had to take this poor fae to the quarantine facility as soon as possible so she could get some psychological help.

      Slowly, I moved toward her, pushing down lightly on my hip triggers. I wanted to stop her and let her know everything was going to be okay. My hand closed around her wrist. The fae suddenly stopped laughing, her eyes flicking up to meet mine. A smile spread across her face, her spiny teeth flashing with menace. I held her gaze, unable to look away, panic rippling through me.

      Glancing down, I watched as the clamps holding my helmet in place opened. Frantically, I raised my hands to stop them, but she was controlling my arms too. I tried to force my hands to do what I wanted, but it was like trying to drag them through molasses, a significant strain holding me back. With every second that passed, the clasps were coming further undone. I fumbled for the hip triggers, trying to move far enough away to avoid her telekinesis, but it had a longer range than I expected.

      No matter where I went, she continued to stare, her telekinesis following me. The last clamp was opening, and I had no way of stopping it. Gritting my teeth, I struggled again to control my hands, but she was too strong. All I could do was watch, knowing I’d have a very short time to live if the helmet came off. I tried to remember everything I’d ever read about surviving in space, and knew I had to expel all the air from my lungs, but what was the point? I’d be dead before anyone could find me.

      A hand grasped mine. Turning, I saw Navan looking down at me, his brow furrowed in confusion.

      “Navan! The clamps! Put the clamps back down!” I screamed, my breath fogging up the interior visor.

      He lunged forward, snapping the clamps shut again. He almost missed one, his gloved hands fumbling, but he managed to get them closed.

      “What the hell happened?” he demanded, breathing hard.

      I looked over at Mauve, who flashed a savage grin before floating off, using her telekinesis to bring objects toward her so that she could push off them. A moment later, she was gone, rocketing toward the surface of the moon, where she vanished into the ruins of the Fed outpost.

      My heart thundered in my chest. I had come way too close to death. A few more minutes and those clamps would’ve been open, with Mauve’s telekinesis pulling my helmet free of my head. Everything felt overwhelmingly claustrophobic. I knew it made no sense, but I wanted to tear my way out of my suit and breathe freely again.

      “Breathe,” Navan murmured, taking me by the shoulders. “You’re having a panic attack. You need to breathe.”

      I nodded, gasping to get oxygen into my lungs, my heartrate monitor beeping frantically. “She nearly killed me!”

      “You’re safe now.”

      “We need to get her—she knows about the blood. She did this,” I croaked, my heartrate slowing.

      Navan shook his head. “We need to get out of here and leave that insane creature to whatever fate the universe has in store. There’s nowhere she can run to, and she can’t have much longer left in that suit,” he assured me, holding me tighter.

      I couldn’t shake my uneasy feeling at leaving her out here. What if she tricked an unsuspecting ship into coming to rescue her? What if she commandeered their vessel? The thought disturbed me, but I didn’t fancy chasing her through the throng of corpses and chaos to stop her.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I whispered, though I still didn’t feel good about the decision.

      “Come on, let’s get back to the ship,” Navan urged, pulling me along.

      I sighed, feeling a trickle of cold sweat meander down my neck. “Did you find anything down there?” I asked, as we made for the Vanquish.

      “Nothing but death and destruction. The blast seemed to originate from a single room, but it was hard to tell what anything was. The whole place was a mess.”

      “Mauve heard what the Vysantheans were doing,” I said softly.

      He looked at me. “Mauve?”

      “The crazy fae. She heard what the coldbloods were up to and intercepted the pod with my blood on it. She wanted to make an elixir of her own, but it all went wrong. It caused all of this.”

      Navan looked worried for a moment. “Any experiment can be volatile, but I’ve never seen an elixir do something like this before. This stuff must be more dangerous than we thought.”

      The idea that a certain combination of ingredients could be unstable enough to destroy an entire outpost, killing everyone inside, was horrifying. I’d known the elixir could kill people, if ingested, but I didn’t think it could explode like this, causing so much devastation. The fact that Navan hadn’t known, either, made me feel even worse.

      I kept my head turned over my shoulder as we made our way back to the ship, keeping my eye on the debris, in case Mauve was following us. Now and again, I thought I saw something flit between the chunks of rock and metal, like a fish darting in a stream, but it was hard to know where reality ended and paranoia began.

      As the hatch to the exterior airlock door opened, the two of us stepped inside and quickly closed it behind us. I peered out of the small window, making sure nobody was trailing us. If Mauve got on board, I was pretty sure she’d kill us all in our sleep.

      Navan typed in the code to re-pressurize the chamber. Outside the interior door, the thud of boots signaled the arrival of Bashrik, Angie, and Lauren. They appeared at the opposite window, their faces showing their horror. Navan had already relayed to them what had happened via his comm device—the panic was evident in their expressions.

      As soon as the hatch came up, Angie and Lauren enfolded me in a tight hug, gripping me until I thought my lungs might explode—for the second time that day. Bashrik slipped past us and headed straight for his brother, embracing him, patting him hard on the back.

      “Is that psycho still out there?” Bashrik asked.

      Navan nodded. “Yeah, so we should probably get going before we end up with an insane stowaway.”

      “We thought you were a goner,” Angie whispered.

      “Bashrik brought your vital signs up on the main screen, and they were all going crazy,” Lauren added miserably. “We were all shouting at you to get away, but you couldn’t hear us. It was horrible.”

      “We’re safe, and that’s all that matters,” I said firmly, trying not to let the real terror set in. If I dwelled on my near-death experience too long, I knew it would drive me mad, too.

      With that, we closed the airlock behind us and clambered out of our spacesuits, with the help of Angie and Lauren. Bashrik went on ahead, the engines whirring louder as he steered the Vanquish away from the fractured Fed outpost. Even then, I couldn’t breathe a sigh of relief. It had all been too close for comfort, and now we had no Fed to help us out.

      As soon as we were out of our suits, we headed up to join Bashrik in the cockpit. My eyes snapped up toward the windshield, watching the horrible place disappear. I was glad to see the back of it, though I still felt sad for the countless dead. It wasn’t their fault they’d been caught in the blast that had ended their lives. It was Mauve’s doing—yet another group of people brought to destruction by the actions of a single, greedy individual.

      “What are we going to do now?” Angie asked, sitting down in the copilot’s seat.

      “We need to contact another Fed outpost. We have to find the next closest one, and see if they’ll help us,” I said.

      Navan shook his head. “It’s too risky. If Brisha is tracking the Vanquish, we can’t afford to go too far off our set course. Even coming this far was a risk, but we weren’t diverging too much from our main path.”

      “Then we steal the ship and go!” Angie urged, garnering a nod from Lauren and me.

      This time, it was Bashrik who shook his head. “If we steal the ship and run off with it, Brisha will send her army after us. They’ll chase us down as traitors and execute us when they catch us,” he said with a defeated sigh. “I’d rather we didn’t have both queens and Orion trying to kill us.”

      Angie pulled a face. “Looks like your memory is coming back nicely,” she muttered, evidently disappointed that we weren’t going to be running off with the ship.

      Without Pandora around to keep us all locked up in one room, I hoped the two of them would find time to be alone together. After all, they hadn’t had the chance to be particularly romantic since leaving Zai, due to Bashrik’s delusions and recovery. It was obvious their feelings for one another hadn’t changed, but they just didn’t know what to do with them.

      “I’m just stating facts,” Bashrik retorted, putting up his hands. “It’s not my fault if you don’t like the truth.”

      “Then we need to find the Titans and see if they can help us out. We don’t exactly have many options left,” I interrupted, before Angie and Bashrik could start a full-blown spat.

      “I already told you, the Titans are too risky,” Navan replied.

      “What, riskier than finding another Fed outpost? Which is the easier of the two?” I pressed.

      Lauren raised a polite hand. “Actually, the Titans are a surprisingly noble species, once you’ve earned their trust. That tends to be the hard part, but I’m sure they’d listen if we told them what was going on,” she suggested, but Navan only groaned.

      “The Titans are bad news. If we go there, we have no way of knowing which way they’ll swing,” he warned.

      “I say we chance it,” I insisted. “As far as I can tell, we have two choices—the Fed or the Titans. Pick which one you think is less risky, and we’ll do it. We’re wasting time by standing around discussing it. Brisha will be expecting us back at some point soon, and it won’t be long before Orion checks in, so we need to have a place to go, and fast.”

      We went around in circles for a long while, discussing the merits of each idea without settling on one. All the while, we were venturing through the vastness of space, on no particular course. It seemed the ship was split in two halves, the coldbloods not wanting to do either option, while the humans were happy to do either one.

      I was just about to launch into another speech on the merits of the Titans when I noticed something blinking on the control screen. It was a white dot flickering a short distance behind the Vanquish.

      “Guys, what’s that?” I asked, pointing to it.

      “It looks like another ship,” Bashrik said, sitting down in the pilot’s seat, his hands flying across the screen to enlarge the image from a dot to an actual picture. Sure enough, there was a ship tailing us, getting closer and closer. Thanks to our heated debate, we’d missed it approaching.

      Lauren frowned. “Is it following us?”

      “It has to be,” Navan replied. “It’s very rare to see a ship so far from a planet, especially out here. This person has to be intentionally trailing us.”

      “There are four planets near the outpost, though, right?” Angie prompted, her tone fearful.

      “Close proximity is a matter of perspective. ‘Nearby’ planets can be hours away,” Navan explained. “Can we get away from it?”

      An image of Mauve popped into my mind, and a cold sweat glazed my skin. Surely, she hadn’t managed to steal a ship so quickly?

      Bashrik grimaced. “I’m trying, but its weapons have locked on to us!”

      The other ship opened fire. With Bashrik’s help, the Vanquish dodged the missiles hurtling our way, but it turned violently, sending the rest of us flying against the wall of the cockpit.

      “Get to the pods!” I yelled, regaining my balance and gesturing to my friends. Navan took up the position of copilot as Angie and Lauren sprinted out of the cockpit, heading for the firing pods. I took up a seat beside the main control panel, manning the cannons. This time, I knew exactly what to do, my aim focused, my blasts firing at the ship behind us.

      “It might be pirates, trying to commandeer our ship!” Bashrik shouted above the noise of the roaring cannons.

      Or it might be Mauve.

      With our comms still down, we had no way of communicating with the other ship, to hail them and tell them to stop. However, the incoming transmission was still working, and somebody was trying to send us a message. As the screens came down and the speakers crackled with white noise, an image appeared.

      Orion stared back at us, and he was furious.
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      You thought you could run from me?” Orion barked, his voice bellowing through the loudspeakers.

      I looked at Navan, my heart pounding. “Can you patch the spacesuit comms through to the main network?” I asked, knowing Orion would only get angrier if we didn’t respond.

      “I should be able to, since we only need short-range communications,” he replied, darting out into the main space to pick up the discarded spacesuits. He lay one flat on the control panel desk and began to work on the comms device embedded inside the suit.

      Orion was growing steadily more impatient. “You think you can hide from me, and I won’t know what you’re up to? I know that Pandora did not return to Vysanthe with this ship. You have strayed from the course we plotted. What have you done with her? I demand an answer!” His eyes narrowed with rage.

      “How are you getting along there, Inspector Gadget?” Angie asked.

      “I need a few more minutes,” Navan murmured, typing something into the comms device.

      Orion’s nostrils flared. “If you fail to respond to my transmission, I will be forced to blow your ship out of the sky!”

      “Almost there,” Navan said, fixing a wire into place.

      “We’ve got signal,” Bashrik confirmed.

      “Apologies for the delay, Orion. We’ve been having problems with our communication channels,” Navan stated, the sound of his voice causing the line of audio to spike and trough on the comms panel.

      Orion’s face was still on the screen, though I knew he couldn’t see us in return, with our visuals knocked out. If he could, he’d be way angrier.

      “Where is Pandora?” Orion demanded.

      “How do you know she isn’t on board?” Navan replied. “You can’t see us.”

      He scowled. “I implanted a tracker to ensure I knew of her whereabouts at all times.”

      “Stalker,” Angie coughed under her breath, a tiny spike appearing on the audio.

      “What did you say?” Orion boomed, his eyes flashing with rage.

      “We asked why you were stalking her like that—why keep tabs on her?” Navan covered quickly, flashing a warning look at Angie.

      Orion stared coldly into the screen. “In case you tried anything. She contacted me, suggesting that you might, which made us both glad we’d decided to implant a chip,” he said sourly. “When she didn’t leave Zai within the allotted timeframe, and didn’t make our rendezvous, I knew something had happened to her. If she is with you, you have done something to her tracker. By my calculations, it is still on Zai, but the Vanquish is here. Tell me, how that can be?” His tone dripped with sarcasm.

      “You’ve got us there, Orion,” Navan replied. “Do you think we left her on Zai?”

      “Just tell me what happened to her!” Orion yelled. His fist slammed down on the side of his chair, the corner of his mouth twitching, tugging at the scar that ran down the side of his face.

      I could see he hoped she was still alive and that we had simply abandoned her on the Draconian planet, to brave the elements or imprisonment. It brought back the horrifying memory of my hands drawing the knife across Pandora’s neck, the blood bubbling out before her body turned to ash beneath me. I still couldn’t believe I’d done something like that, but I’d come to terms with my role in her death. It was part of me now.

      However, I felt no sympathy whatsoever for Orion, not after what he did to Galo. He didn’t deserve to be put out of his misery. If he wanted to know what had happened to Pandora, he’d have to beg.

      “What if we left her in the hands of her enemies, and let them decide her fate?” I chimed in.

      An icy smirk passed across Orion’s thin lips. “Ah, Riley. It’s good to hear your voice again. Honestly, I never thought you’d make it this far.” He chuckled bitterly, though I could tell his mind was distracted. He didn’t care about taunting me, not while news of his lover remained elusive.

      “Well, I did. The question is, did your lover make it this far?” I snapped back.

      His face morphed into a mask of anger. “Tell me what happened to Pandora, or you will feel the full fury of my wrath!” he practically screamed through the speakers, the feedback ringing in our ears.

      “You think you deserve to know what happened to her, after everything you’ve done?” I screamed back, feeling the rage bubble inside me. Navan put his arm out to calm me, his hand closing around my wrist.

      “What happened, Riley?!” Orion bellowed, but I’d had enough.

      “You want to know what happened to her, Orion? We did to her what you have done to countless others! All we did was even the score,” I snapped.

      Orion’s expression flickered with doubt. “You wouldn’t. You’re all spineless cowards! I’m guessing you left her to rot in some Draconian prison. Well, no matter. I will burn down that entire planet if I have to, in order to free her,” he snarled. It was the final straw, triggering something ugly inside me.

      “There would be no point, Orion. You wouldn’t find her; you’d only find what was left of her,” I spat. “I held the knife that killed her. I drew the blade across her throat with my own hands. She doubted me, just like you, but she didn’t get the last laugh. I watched her take her last breath, and do you know what, Orion? She didn’t call for you. I doubt she even thought of you, in that last second.”

      I knew I’d gone too far, but the words had spewed out of my mouth like a waterfall, impossible to hold back. Orion’s face shifted through a wide range of emotions, moving so rapidly it would’ve been comical in any other situation. Right now, however, it was terrifying, and I knew I was responsible. He looked crushed, tears glittering in his eyes, before his face became scarlet with pure fury. I’d said too much. I’d allowed my feelings to get the better of me, and we were going to suffer for it.

      The screen went black.

      “They’re charging their engines!” Bashrik cried, swinging the ship around. Through the windshield, we could see the sleek outline of Orion’s vessel, the structure of it somewhere between the Asterope we’d flown on with Navan’s uncle, Lazar, and the Vanquish.

      Navan steered alongside Bashrik. “What do you mean?”

      “They’re overheating the core—they’re preparing to charge! As soon as they collide with us, our ship will explode!” Bashrik said, his voice tight with fear.

      “Can we outrun them?” Lauren asked, her eyes fixed on the sight of the ship ahead.

      “They’ve got the deep-space tech. They’re faster than we are; we’d never get far enough. There’s nowhere we could hide where they wouldn’t find us,” Bashrik said, his fingers sprinting across the control panel, charging all the cannons as he put the ship into military autopilot.

      “What, so we’re fighting back?” Angie gasped.

      I realized it wasn’t just me who was suffering from a case of emotional impulsivity. Orion was so maddened by what he’d heard that he was ready to sacrifice himself, and whoever else was on board, in order to kill us. He really must’ve loved Pandora, though I still found it impossible to feel even a scrap of sympathy. How many loved ones had he killed in the name of his rebellion? An eye for an eye made the whole world blind, but I was seeing clearly for the first time. Orion deserved everything that was coming to him.

      “Let’s see if we can get to that asteroid belt over there. We could hide behind a big one,” Bashrik said, turning the ship back around. It was a risk. If we could hide, they could hide, too.

      Forcing the engines up to maximum, the ship’s structure rattling, we hurtled toward the asteroid belt, holding on to the walls as the ground vibrated. Orion’s ship tore after us, gaining with every second.

      “We’re not gonna make it!” Angie cried, gripping Bashrik’s shoulders. Keeping one hand on the control panel, he raised his other to touch Angie’s.

      “I’ll get us there,” he promised, keeping his gaze focused on the sanctuary ahead.

      He pushed the engines harder, but they fought back. On the panel in front of him, I could see warning signs flashing up, advising him against pushing the engines any further. They were already close to breaking point, and without the deep-space tech the rebels had, we couldn’t go any faster. On the navigation monitor, I saw Orion’s ship almost right on us. It would nudge us at any moment, testing the waters, before smashing into us completely.

      “They’re going to hit us!” I yelled. The flashing white light that signaled their collision course was so close that I steeled myself for the brutal impact.

      And then, their flashing beacon swerved away. Another white light had entered the fray, coming from the right-hand side of the screen. We’d been so distracted by Orion’s ship tailing us that we hadn’t even seen the other ship approach. Bashrik turned the ship around so we could see what was happening through the windshield.

      There, firing at Orion’s ship, was a Fed vessel—the kind of Fed ship I’d seen before, on Earth. In fact, it was very similar to the one I’d flown myself, only this one had some pretty impressive guns on board and was definitely larger than the one I’d been in charge of. It had shot Orion out of our path and continued to fire on him.

      “The lycans!” I cried.

      “The lycans?” Navan asked, pulling a face.

      I grinned. “They’ve come from Earth to rescue us!”

      Never had I been happier at the prospect of seeing those wolfish creatures again. I just hoped they’d forgive me for what happened to Galo. It wasn’t me who had pulled the proverbial trigger, but I was the one who’d gotten him into that mess—I was the one who’d walked him into a trap, to save Navan, resulting in his capture. He had been kind to me when nobody else was, and I would always carry his ghost with me.

      The Fed ship pelted Orion with blasts of pure energy, focusing on his guns until his weapons were rendered useless. Smoke plumed from the cannons as sparks flew, the vacuum of space making them fizzle out almost instantly. It wouldn’t be long until the engines overheated, and the blast cannons hit something really important. Orion had the superior speed, but his ship didn’t have the superior guns.

      As if coming to his senses, Orion stopped firing back and lowered his guns. He sped off across the darkness of space, the smooth body of the ship glinting like a shooting star as it blinked out of view. I hated that he’d ruined those for me. What I hated even more was the fact that he was probably headed for Earth. With Pandora dead, and his quest for the missing elixir ingredient cut short, where else would he go? As far as he and all other coldbloods knew, Zai was still rife with the coldblood plague, so he couldn’t go there and get it himself. He needed to regroup, though I knew it wouldn’t be the last we heard from him.

      Panic flooded my veins at the thought of him returning to my home planet, especially after what he’d threatened to do there, to the people I loved. Even though that menace loomed over me like a guillotine, I had one fragile hope. After what I’d done, there was no way Orion would hurt my family without an audience. He would want me to watch, and in doing so, his pride would give me a window of opportunity. He would want me to be there, in the room, as he executed them. I still have time to save them, I told myself, over and over.

      Besides, the Fed were here now. If they were here to rescue us, it meant I could ask for a favor. Before they returned to Earth, I’d beg them to watch over my family and the families of my friends. That was, if they’d help us, after everything we were doing to stop the rebels. I mean, we were essentially doing their job for them.

      The speakers crackled, distracting me from my worries.

      “Permission to board?” The voice sounded strangely familiar. Through the distortion of the speakers, it was hard to pinpoint, but I knew I’d heard it before. From the expressions on the others’ faces, I knew I wasn’t alone in my sense of déjà vu.

      “Airlock to airlock?” Bashrik suggested.

      “Is there any other way?” the voice replied, before the line went dead.

      Bashrik frowned. “Who does this guy think he is?” he muttered, mimicking the other person’s voice as he repeated the words, “‘Is there any other way?’”

      Bashrik navigated the Vanquish around until it connected with the umbilical of the Fed ship. With a thud that knocked us sideways, the two ships connected, allowing the captain of the Fed ship to come through. With a murmur of excitement, we all hurried out of the cockpit and headed through the ship, until we reached the airlock doors. I wanted to see who they’d sent, hoping it would be one of the friendlier lycans.

      What I had not expected, however, was the man who stepped through the interior door.

      There, standing in the corridor with a broad grin on his face, was Ronad.
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      Ronad!” Navan rushed up to his best friend and adopted brother, throwing his arms around him. Bashrik followed close behind. The three of them embraced, patting one another on the back, the anxious atmosphere dissipating in an instant.

      “What in Rask’s name are you doing here?” Bashrik asked.

      “Clearly, your manners have gone out the window,” Ronad teased, running a hand through his glossy brown hair. “You’re not going to offer your dear friend a drink before getting down to business?”

      Navan grinned. “Anything for you, sweet cheeks.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Sweet cheeks? Should I be jealous?” I joked, a smile tugging at the corners of my lips. I was still worried about my family, but if anyone had heard anything about them, it would be Ronad.

      Ronad laughed. “Good to see you again, Riley,” he said, scooping me into a tight hug.

      “Anything I should be jealous about?” Navan teased, as Ronad released me.

      “Wow, the Texan sun has really been agreeing with you! Wouldn’t you say, ladies?” Angie whistled, taking in the sun-kissed glow of the newly warm-blooded Ronad.

      Bashrik frowned at the comment. I almost thought he was going to ask if there was anything he needed to be jealous about, but he held his tongue.

      “I’m not sure he looks much different than when we left him,” Lauren said shyly.

      “Thank you kindly—not that I’ve had the chance to spend much time in the sun!” Ronad lamented, before hugging Angie.

      Next, he pulled Lauren in for a tight squeeze, his youthful face beaming with happiness. After all, he was reunited with his family—something he’d probably never envisioned, considering he’d planned to stay Earthbound for the foreseeable future. Had it not been for us, bursting into their lives and ruining everything, he’d probably still be there, integrating into his new, human life. Still, he didn’t seem to hold a grudge. In fact, he was in pretty good spirits, considering he’d just chased Orion’s ship away and put himself in untold danger to rescue us.

      We walked him to the officer’s mess on the first floor, which we’d never used, as Pandora had kept it off limits, and gathered around one of the tables. Navan fetched vials for the three coldbloods, even though Ronad technically wasn’t one now, while Bashrik brought over three cups of water for us humans.

      “You’re still on blood?” Lauren asked, intrigued.

      Ronad nodded. “I might look more human than coldblood these days, but my digestive system is still geared toward the Vysanthean side of things,” he explained wryly, removing the stopper from his vial and sipping the contents.

      “You still don’t look like any human man I’ve ever seen,” Angie said with a wink, getting a shove in the arm from Lauren. Bashrik looked crestfallen, though he hid it quickly, staring into his vial of blood instead. I wanted to tell him there was nothing to worry about—this was just Angie’s defense mechanism when she was unsure about things. I could tell she wondered if their feelings for each other still stood, now that Bashrik wasn’t close to death.

      Ronad smiled. “Here I was, thinking I was starting to blend in,” he joked, putting his arm around Bashrik. The downhearted coldblood’s mood instantly improved.

      “So, what in Rask’s name are you doing here?” Navan asked.

      “It’s a long story.” Ronad took another sip of his vial. “When Bashrik was sent for, and I helped these two spirited humans get on board his ship, I decided I’d have to see what I could do from the ground. So, I—”

      “You helped these two onto my ship?” Bashrik gaped at him.

      Ronad grinned. “How else were they supposed to get to Riley? They wanted to see their friend again. Who was I to say no?”

      Shock registered on Bashrik’s face, bringing a blush to Angie’s cheeks. Without Ronad’s help, the two of them would never have ended up in this complicated dance of love. I wondered what might’ve happened if Angie and Lauren had never come to Vysanthe. Would they have gone on to Paris and Stanford? Would they have waited for me to come back? Now we would never know, and though it was slightly selfish, I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

      “You were saying?” Navan prompted, as Bashrik and Angie locked eyes.

      “So, after Bashrik and the girls left, I convinced the Fed to let me join their cause and keep an eye on Orion for them. Since then, I’ve been living in a shack near the invisible compound, keeping tabs on things in the freezing cold—which was a lot easier when I wasn’t warm-blooded, let me tell you!” Ronad said with a playful smile. “It’s not glamorous, but I’ve eavesdropped on Orion and followed his every move. When I got wind of his plans to meet Pandora near Zai, I knew you all would be there too, given Orion’s blackmailing scheme. As soon as he left Earth, I followed, staying back and keeping my invisibility shields up. He was so focused on you guys, he never even bothered to look for me.”

      “Wow,” Lauren said softly, gazing at Ronad. A strange look flitted across her eyes, and my heart gripped. I longed for Lauren to find someone adorable to love her the way she deserved to be loved, but Ronad wasn’t the right man for the job. After hearing the story of him and Naya, I knew there would never be hope of another true love in his life, at least not soon. He’d given up his wings in her memory, and even though I’d only had wings for a short amount of time, I knew the enormity of what that meant.

      “Did Lazar ever return to Earth?” Navan asked, distracting my attention.

      Ronad nodded. “Yeah, he came back to the rebel base a while ago. He was in pretty bad shape and lost an eye from some nasty injuries. But he’s back to his usual self, creeping around the place as Orion’s lapdog.”

      “I doubt anything could kill that old goat,” Navan remarked sourly.

      I couldn’t believe Lazar had made it back to the rebel base. In Southern Vysanthe, he’d been on the brink of death, blood gushing out of him while soldiers poured into the room. I was still angry with him for leaving the tracker chip in my neck, but he had gotten us out, in the end, and it had cost him an eye.

      “Are you planning to return to Earth soon?” I asked Ronad. Everyone’s eyes turned to me.

      “You sick of me already?” he joked.

      “No, not at all. It’s just… I told Orion what I did to Pandora,” I admitted, my stomach sinking. It hadn’t fully hit me in the moment, but the dread was creeping farther through my veins with every moment that passed.

      “What did you do?”

      I sighed. “I killed her.”

      Ronad whistled. “Really?”

      “She didn’t leave me with a choice.” My throat tightened at the memory. Navan’s arm slid around my waist as I continued, his grip reassuring me. “Only, now that he knows what I did, I’m worried about what he’ll do to my family. He was already threatening to kill them, and now he has no reason to keep them alive. I killed his lover. He’ll do everything he can to hurt me.”

      Ronad smiled. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Riley. I didn’t know you’d killed Pandora—and, I’ll be honest, it’s going to take a little while for that to sink in—but I already knew I had to step in to protect your loved ones, given Orion’s blackmail attempts,” he explained, his words warming my heart. “That man can’t be trusted, and I knew there was a chance he’d betray the contract you’d made. So I tricked the human authorities into putting all of your families into witness protection,” he said proudly.

      “How?” A wave of relief washed through me. It was reflected on Angie and Lauren’s faces, too.

      “I falsified a few documents, conjured up a few old Vysanthean tricks, staged a few incidents—pretty simple stuff, really.” He chuckled.

      “How did you find our families?” Angie asked breathlessly, gesturing to herself and Lauren.

      “I asked the Fed to help me track them down and did the same thing I did with Riley’s parents,” he replied. “It means they know you’re safe, too. I just made up a ruse that meant they couldn’t see you, for security’s sake, until a certain amount of time has passed.”

      Angie grinned. “I bet my little brother is causing chaos! Witness protection will need protection from him!”

      “Thank you for getting them out. I’ve been so worried about them,” Lauren said quietly. “They’re not as young as most people’s parents. They’ll be so happy to know that I’m okay!”

      “You did a really wonderful thing, Ronad,” I added, feeling tears prick my eyes.

      “I did what anyone would do, in my position,” he replied, a smile on his face. A moment later, however, his expression changed, the humor fading. “Although, it’s not all good news, I’m afraid.”

      “Why, what’s the matter?” Navan pressed.

      “Well, I didn’t know Pandora was dead, but I knew she was missing. Orion was worried about it, just before he left, because he couldn’t get in touch with her via the Vanquish,” Ronad replied grimly. “In a fit of frustration, he murdered an entire town in Siberia. It was a complete massacre. No survivors. I found out too late to stop it.” Ronad’s gaze dropped to the ground.

      Navan patted his friend on the shoulder. “Even if you’d found out, what could you have done? If you’d stopped him, you’d have revealed yourself. This is all on Orion, nobody else.”

      His words reassured me, too. I couldn’t help feeling somewhat responsible for the deaths of those poor people. If I hadn’t killed Pandora, her radio silence worrying Orion, then maybe they’d still be alive.

      “You’re probably right.” Ronad sighed. “Even so, it sucks balls.”

      “Looks like someone has been picking up the local Earthen lingo,” Angie teased.

      Ronad grinned. “I’m glad you noticed. You have no idea how hard I’ve been trying to talk like a local!”

      While the others bantered, I retreated within myself, unable to shake the idea that I had caused the deaths of those Siberian innocents. When I turned, however, Navan was looking at me, a comforting expression in his eyes.

      He leaned in, his voice tickling my ear as he whispered. “You did nothing wrong, Riley. Those people aren’t dead because of you, but countless more are alive because of your actions.” He squeezed me tight.

      I nestled against him, grateful for his strong arms around me and his soft lips kissing my forehead, reminding me that some things in life were good, and worth fighting for. Glancing across at Ronad, I saw him watching us, a sad expression falling across his face. He smiled as our eyes met, before looking away again, some of his exuberant energy diminished for a moment.

      “Are these two always like this?” he asked with forced brightness.

      Angie laughed. “They’re usually worse. They must be toning it down for you.”

      “You’re one to talk. We never know if you and Bashrik are going to kiss or kill each other!” Lauren teased, prompting Angie to look at her with horrified eyes.

      Ronad gasped, turning to Bashrik. “You and Angie? You dark horse!”

      Bashrik flushed. “She’s funny, and smart, and beautiful—why wouldn’t I fall for her? Anyone would,” he said defiantly, prompting an audible “aww” to ripple around the table, mostly from the female contingent. Angie’s eyes lit up. It seemed Bashrik wasn’t so unsure about their relationship after all.

      “You’re a lucky man, Bash,” Ronad said, giving his friend a hard pat on the back. “Besides, Angie will keep you on your toes. I wish you every happiness. I just wish someone had told me, so I could’ve brought flowers or something. I hear that’s customary for humans?”

      I smiled. “It’s customary for the partner to bring flowers.”

      “It is?” Bashrik asked thoughtfully.

      “It is,” I replied.

      “Anyway, as much as I love to talk about love,” Ronad interjected, that false, pained note of enthusiasm in his voice, “we need to decide where we’re heading. My ship has taken a few hits in the engine, and yours doesn’t look too sprightly.”

      Navan grimaced. “Judging by the diagnostics, we don’t have much choice—we’ll have to return to Vysanthe and decide where to go from there. Earth is too far. We’d never make it.”

      “It doesn’t look like I’m going back there either.” Ronad sighed. “My deep-space tech has been knocked out, so even if I wanted to make the return trip, it would take forever. I can give you a tow if your engines are in trouble, and we can switch ships nearer to Vysanthe?” I noted he didn’t say “home.” Like Navan, he didn’t think of the coldblood planet as home.

      “We can find a way to contact the Titans from Vysanthe,” I chimed in, garnering a curious look from Ronad.

      “You’re trying to get the Titans to join your cause?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I hear they’re fond of a fight.”

      “You know what, that’s not a bad idea,” he agreed. “If you can get the Titans to help in your fight against the queens and the rebels, you might actually stand a chance. I’ve never known warriors like them, and I’ve had the chance to see them in full battle mode!”

      “You have?” I mused.

      “I was part of a secret ops team sent to study them. They were mesmerizing and utterly terrifying. If you can win their trust, you’ll be on your way to a formidable team,” Ronad said excitedly.

      Navan rolled his eyes. “I’ve been trying to put her off the idea.”

      “Pfft, don’t listen to him. He hates the Titans, but that’s only because he can’t see their full potential. He thinks they’re heathens with no moral compass, but I see them as war machines with a pretty honorable code of conduct,” Ronad enthused, strengthening my resolve.

      “Looks like we’re getting in touch with the Titans!” Angie whooped.

      Lauren nodded. “If Ronad thinks it’s a good idea, I think we might be onto something.”

      Even Bashrik seemed convinced. “You know what, he makes a good point.”

      “Fine,” Navan said. “Once we’re back on Vysanthe, we’ll find a way to get in touch with them and try to persuade them to join us. But if it all goes awry, don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

      Right now, however, we had bigger things to worry about. If we were going back to Vysanthe, that meant facing Queen Brisha again. Only now, her right-hand woman was dead, and we had nothing to offer for her elixir experiments. I hoped she wouldn’t banish us on the spot, or worse.

      Yeah, we really had a lot of explaining to do.
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      With our engines damaged and the Fed ship no better, it took us just over a week to reach Vysanthe’s solar system. It was a tense journey, considering we weren’t sure how Queen Brisha was going to receive us, but we were all glad we didn’t have to clean pipes and do endless laundry under Pandora’s iron fist.

      In fact, it was nice to have some alone time with Navan. I was particularly glad he’d brought those herbs along, though I wished he’d brought more. By the end of the first five days, we were out—he’d only snuck a handful into his pocket. For that one week, we were in a strange limbo, where we could push away the weight of responsibility. Vysanthe was still far enough away that we didn’t have to dwell too much on what the queen was going to do to us. It would be bad, we knew that much, but the details didn’t matter until we reached the planet itself.

      On the morning of the ninth day, I awoke to Navan sleeping soundly beside me. As I leaned over his bare chest to kiss him tenderly on the lips, his arms wrapped around me, pulling me to him in a sleepy embrace.

      “Where are you going?” he murmured, as I tried to wriggle away from him.

      I grinned, kissing him again, feeling the heat rise within me. “I’m going to relieve Bashrik before I do something I might regret,” I whispered, pressing my body close to his. Without the herbs to protect us, it was becoming increasingly frustrating to be so close to him, with no safe way of making love. I enjoyed our passionate kisses and the sensuality of our tangled limbs, but I was starting to miss the main event.

      “I wouldn’t regret anything.” He sighed, dipping his head to kiss my neck, nipping at my earlobe in the way that always made me gasp. It was almost more than I could take, and I found myself sinking into his kiss, melting into his body, my breath quickening.

      Sliding my hand down the hard muscle of his abs, I stopped just above his hips. “No, I definitely need to go,” I muttered against his mouth, knowing it would only end in more frustration.

      “But I was having such a good dream,” he lamented, running his hands through my hair.

      I chuckled as I pushed away from him, moving across the bed to sit on the edge. Now that Pandora wasn’t in control of the ship, we’d moved to our own private quarters, where we could be alone together. Honestly, it was great to get out of bed and wander around in whatever state of undress I wanted, without worrying about other people looking. I didn’t mind Navan looking, of course, which he was doing at that very moment, a hungry look in his slate eyes.

      “You sure you don’t want to come back to bed? I’ve got something more satisfying in mind,” he growled.

      I laughed, dressing quickly before I could change my mind. “As much as I’d love to spend the morning in bed with you, someone needs to relieve Bashrik in the control room,” I said firmly, darting back to give him one last kiss before leaving our quarters. With a sigh, I walked down the hallway toward the cockpit, feeling my stomach begin to rumble. I’d have to grab something to eat in a few hours.

      The Vanquish was on autopilot, but Bashrik had been paranoid about Orion, as well as space pirates, so we’d decided to sit in the cockpit in shifts in case anything happened. I’d been sure it was Bashrik who’d been on the nightshift, but, as I neared the open hatch, Angie’s voice drifted out.

      Curious, I peered around the corner of the door and saw Bashrik and Angie sitting close together at one of the side tables, his hands holding hers. By the looks of it, she’d been crying, but I didn’t want to storm in and start accusing Bashrik of upsetting her before I knew all the details. Tucking myself back against the wall, I listened to their conversation, knowing I probably shouldn’t but unable to help myself.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been acting so distant,” Bashrik said softly. “My head is a mess, and I wanted to sort through everything before I came to you. The lines between reality and fantasy were too blurred, and I didn’t know which thoughts were from before, and which were from the virus.”

      “You told me you wouldn’t keep me waiting any more, but here I am, waiting again,” Angie replied, her tone hurt. “We’ve been on this ship for over a week, and you avoid me like the plague. If we’re around the others, all we do is fight. I’m confused by you, Bashrik, and I don’t want to be confused anymore.”

      “I know, I know. I’ve acted like an idiot, but I swear I’ll make it up to you,” he insisted. “I just wanted to be sure that my feelings weren’t part of the virus. I wanted to be certain they were mine, and mine alone.”

      Angie sighed. “And are you sure now, or are you going to keep running the other way every time we’re in the same space? The only thing I associate you with right now is the sound of your shoes squealing on the floor when you run off.”

      Bashrik gave a tight laugh. “I’m sure.”

      “Good, because I’m not going to waste any more time on you, if I’m not what you want,” Angie replied. “I know you have trouble with this, because of… what I am… but I’m not going to be your dirty little secret. If you want to be with me, you be with me. If you don’t, put me out of my misery.”

      “I want to be with you, Angie. From now on, I’ll try to do better. I’ll make you see that you’re not wasting your time.”

      “You better,” Angie remarked.

      I raised an eyebrow as the sound of kissing echoed out into the hallway. Well, at least they weren’t at each other’s throats again—not in the traditional sense, anyway. Knowing it was borderline creepy to stand there and listen to them kissing, but not wanting to break up their romantic moment, I stayed tucked against the wall a minute longer, covering my ears with my hands.

      Once their minute was up, I crept over to the other side of the main space and made a show of stamping my boots against the metal floor as I approached the cockpit door. I peered into the control room, a broad grin on my face. They broke apart, their cheeks flushed.

      “Angie? What are you doing here?” I asked, flashing her a knowing look.

      “Just relieving Bashrik,” she replied, giggling.

      I smiled. “Oh, that’s just what I was coming to do. Well, if you’ve got everything taken care of, I’ll go and make some breakfast. Want to come?”

      Angie shook her head. “I don’t want to leave the controls.”

      “Bashrik?”

      He looked at me shyly. “No, I think I’ll stay here a while longer, make sure Angie knows what all the buttons do.”

      “No worries, just thought I’d check,” I replied brightly. As I turned, I cast a glance back at them, but their gazes were fixed on each other again. “You lovebirds have fun. Keep the hatch closed if you need a little privacy!” I chuckled as the cockpit door whooshed down.

      Now, with no control room to worry about, it was time to get back to my breakfast and my lover.
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* * *

      Since there was no sunlight to tell the time, it was hard to know when morning had passed into afternoon, and afternoon had passed into night. That day, however, we knew we’d be reaching Vysanthe soon. We’d already paused once at the edge of its solar system, bringing the Vanquish around to the shadow of a nearby moon, towing the Fed ship along with us. Ronad had clambered out to it and docked it safely, putting it into stealth mode before returning to the Vanquish. The last thing we needed was one of the queens discovering a Fed ship in Vysanthean airspace.

      Now, the clock in the cockpit had just ticked past four p.m., and I could see the coldblood planet appearing in the distance. I manned the controls while the others went about their daily business, though Navan and Ronad had kept me company for most of the afternoon. Both of them shared the same distaste for Vysanthe, and I could tell neither of them was looking forward to going home again.

      An hour later, Navan took over the controls. I called over the loudspeaker for everyone to buckle down. We were preparing to enter the atmosphere, and with the ship in its damaged state, it was going to be a bumpy ride.

      Taking my own advice, I clamped myself down in one of the cockpit chairs and watched through the windscreen as we made our descent. For a long while, nothing but flame and fog covered the glass as we forced our way through the layers of atmosphere to the planet below. Judging by the navigation monitor, we were due to come down on Brisha’s side, in a secluded spot near the barrier.

      But when the smoke cleared, we realized we were anything but alone.

      The skies all around us were teeming with ships, and our sudden arrival had brought a lot of unwanted attention. I watched in horror as several warships turned their guns toward us, with Navan and Ronad hurriedly trying to steer us out of the fray.

      A blast tore through the air, clipping the front of the Vanquish.

      “Was that a warning shot?” I asked, gripping the arms of my seat.

      “We’re on Brisha’s side! They shouldn’t be firing at us!” Navan shouted, dodging another volley of cannon fire. Nobody had tried to hail us, to ask who we were, but I knew the Vanquish bore the emblem of Brisha’s fleet, which should’ve been enough to prevent any shots from being fired in our direction. Unless she had somehow found out about Pandora…

      No, there was no way Brisha could’ve known. Getting out of my seat, I raced for the windshield and caught a glimpse of the attacking ships. There, emblazoned on the side, was Gianne’s emblem.

      “We’ve somehow come down on the wrong side of the barrier!” Ronad yelled. “We need to get through!”

      Navan navigated us toward the familiar mountain range up ahead, but Gianne’s ships were already on our tail. Smaller fighter ships tried to cut us off, ramming into the side of our ship, their smaller guns piercing the metal hull of our vessel. Explosions shuddered throughout the Vanquish, but Navan’s path never faltered. His skilled hands weaved the ship in and out of trouble, though we were taking hits on all sides. As we reached the spot where the barrier should have been, I realized what was wrong.

      The barrier had come down. Brisha and Gianne had finally begun their war.

      Something was holding back the bigger warships, and they were unable to follow us through the gap in the mountains. They veered off, as if the barrier were still there. The smaller fighters had the same problem, but it was already too late—their guns had hammered our engines.

      With a sudden lurch, we banked to the right, and a huge blast ricocheted through the core of the Vanquish. Red beacons flashed and sirens blared, the control panel a lightshow of warning signs. We’d been hit, and we’d been hit badly.

      “We’re going down!” Navan bellowed, as I reached for the button that triggered the loudspeakers.

      “Brace yourselves for a rough landing!” I shouted, though the blast, the sirens, and the flashing lights had probably been enough of a giveaway.

      The ship hurtled toward the ground. Navan and Ronad were working overtime at the control panel, but there was nothing they could do. The engines were offline, and we were heading for the ground at breakneck speed.

      Just before we hit, Ronad slammed his hand down on a button to the right of the screen. I didn’t know what it did, but the Vanquish yanked backward for a moment, the pace of our descent slowing enough that we wouldn’t be smashed to pieces on impact.

      “What did you—” I never got to finish my sentence, as Navan grabbed me and shoved me into one of the pilot’s seats, strapping me in. Once I was safely held down, he and Ronad dove for the seats next to me and pulled their straps tight, bracing for the blow.

      With a growing sense of dread, I watched the ground approach, knowing it was going to hurt. At least we were landing on Brisha’s side, although that wouldn’t be much of an advantage during an all-out war.

      We slammed into the ground, the windshield miraculously holding as it hit the dirt. My body jolted so violently I thought my skull had been knocked clean out of my head, and a shooting pain reverberated through my nervous system. The Vanquish skidded along the earth, coming to an abrupt stop in front of an open battlefield.

      Soldiers dressed in the two queens’ colors were fighting one another, both in the skies and on the ground, wielding savage blades and giant guns. Wings were torn, faces were bruised, everyone seemed to be bleeding, and nobody seemed to be winning—not by enough to start claiming victory, anyway. Through the windshield, I watched one coldblood chase after another, launching a boomerang-shaped device at the back of his prey. As the first coldblood took to the sky, wanting the advantage of an aerial assault, the device latched onto his wings, rendering them useless and bringing him back down with a thud. It forced him to fight in hand-to-hand combat, with no way of escaping to the skies.

      I grimaced as the coldblood who’d thrown the boomerang device plunged a spear into the chest of the one who’d fallen, before he took back his boomerang and ran off in search of another victim. He was dressed in Gianne’s colors. It appeared Queen Gianne had been up to many secret endeavors in her engineering and experimentation department. First, deep-space tech. Now, devices that took away a coldblood’s ability to escape through flight. In fact, it seemed like many of her soldiers’ weapons had been adapted in some way, some of them fitted with artillery mechanisms as well as blades, while others had the ability to freeze their opponents for a number of seconds—enough time to gain an advantage over them.

      I hated to say it, but it looked like Gianne’s soldiers were pushing for victory. Soon enough, I knew they would win the fight, taking over this corner of Brisha’s queendom, though Brisha’s soldiers were giving as good as they got. They just lacked the superior technology.

      “We need to get out and fight,” Ronad said, unclipping himself. Soldiers had turned to look at our fallen ship, and though they were otherwise occupied for the time being, they’d probably come for us as soon as they were done beating the hell out of Brisha’s infantry.

      Navan put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Ronad, you can’t. You don’t have your wings.”

      “Doesn’t look like they’d be much good here anyway,” Ronad said wryly, looking toward the weird boomerangs. “I’ve never seen those things before. What are they?”

      Navan shrugged. “I was just wondering the same thing.”

      “Looks like Gianne’s been busy while we’ve been away,” I muttered, unclipping my own straps, trying to ignore the pain that permeated down to my very bones. It was all right for the coldbloods, whose bodies were tougher than mine, but I was pretty sure humans weren’t supposed to survive an impact like that.

      Shaking it off, I hurried through to the main space and grabbed my bandolier of knives from the armory box we had tucked away in one of the storage cupboards. My gloves were there too, and I hastily put them on. Navan grabbed his twin blades, while Ronad picked up a large machine gun. Bashrik, Angie, and Lauren appeared a few seconds later, looking disheveled, but no worse for wear.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as they came over to the weapons box.

      Lauren nodded, picking up a gun. “Shaky, but fine.”

      Angie grimaced, selecting a similar gun. “A bit of whiplash, but nothing to cry about.”

      “I’m fine,” Bashrik added, grabbing a double-sided axe.

      I thought about turning back for the vial of Draconian blood, which had been locked away in a storage box, but that didn’t matter now. It was useless, and we had a fight on our hands. If we won, we could always come back for it.

      With everyone armed and dangerous, we headed for the bay doors. The coast was clear as we opened them, but I knew it wouldn’t be for long. A horde of Gianne’s soldiers stood between us and safety, though I had no idea if safety existed on this planet anymore.
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      As we skirted around the ship, we reached the main battlefield. All around us, coldbloods clashed in a flurry of blades and blasts, determined to knock each other out of existence. It was going to be a treacherous fight, considering we had no armor and only a small selection of weapons to defend ourselves with. Even so, there was no other choice. Our ship was down, and if we stayed inside it, the soldiers would find a way in. It was better to be out and fighting than trapped inside a metal shell.

      “Do you think the cannons will still work? We could use the ones on the top of the ship!” Lauren suggested, fearfully glancing back at the Vanquish.

      Angie nodded. “Yeah, we could go back inside and fire from there.”

      Navan shook his head. “If we stay inside the ship, they’ll just come for us later. Regardless, I don’t want either of you fighting in this battle. You’re good with the ship’s guns, but this is something entirely different. I’m not going to risk your lives.”

      As if proving his point, a horde of soldiers ran toward us. Soon, they would swarm the fallen ship, and we’d be forced to fight them off. As terrified as I was of that prospect, I had the training that my friends lacked. I didn’t have the strength of a coldblood, but I was pretty good in simulations—good enough to hold my own here.

      “You guys have to go. This is no place for you,” I insisted.

      “We’ve got guns—we can fight!” Angie said, but I could see the overwhelming fear in her eyes.

      Bashrik took Angie’s hand and looked deep into her eyes. “You have to go. If you stay here, you’ll die, and I will not have that happen. I won’t lose you. Not now,” he said softly.

      “I’ll take them to safety, while you three distract the soldiers so we can cut a path to freedom,” Ronad suggested, nodding toward the nearby mountain range.

      Navan gripped his swords. “If we can reach the fighting pits, we can find a place to hide and regroup.”

      “Isn’t that on the wrong side?” I asked, panicked.

      “Technically, but if war has started then the sides are blurred,” Navan replied. “The only place I know of that will be safe right now is those pits.”

      “I’ll see you there,” Ronad said.

      “Stay safe, and stay hidden,” I warned my two best friends, hugging them tightly, though we were running out of time.

      “We will,” they replied, terror in their voices.

      Ronad ushered them around the Vanquish, leading them into the sparse woodland. I just hoped they made it to the fighting pits before someone could stop them. After all, with the tunnel likely closed, they would need to find another way through. If that meant scaling the rocky wall that led over, that would leave them exposed to the gunfire of the ships waiting on the other side.

      Pushing them from my mind, knowing I had to focus, I jumped from my hiding place and hurled knives at the oncoming soldiers. Many of them buckled as they ran, my blades seeking out their most vulnerable points. The knives sailed outward, thudding into their targets, my aim rarely failing. I couldn’t let my qualms about killing get in the way, or else we’d be on the chopping block instead. In fact, if I pictured it as an elaborate simulation, I found it much easier to just let my blades fly, though I’d never had the actual fear of death and injury before.

      As we surged through the masses, with Navan swiping his twin samurai blades with effortless grace and Bashrik bringing his axe down on anyone who got in his way, we managed to cut a path through Gianne’s soldiers. We were heading for the old tunnel opening, trying to forge a safe route that the others might follow, but everywhere we looked, more soldiers seemed to appear.

      “Behind you!” I screamed, as a masked soldier lunged for Navan.

      The soldier held something in their hand, which they seemed to be trying to place on the back of Navan’s neck. Fortunately, Navan heard my call in time and dodged the masked attacker, whirling around to swipe one of his blades at the assailant’s neck. The attacker jerked out of the way, their reflexes just as fast as Navan’s, their movements fluid and agile.

      The assailant only seemed interested in Navan, and they continued their attempts to place the device on Navan’s neck. Behind us, Bashrik was caught in a different fight with two of Gianne’s soldiers, but he was holding his own, his battle-axe a formidable opponent, even against the adapted weaponry of Gianne’s soldiers. Besides, they didn’t have the pent-up fury that Bashrik possessed, which was a frankly terrifying sight. He was like a rhino, charging through the crowds, swinging his axe with more brute force than graceful aim.

      “What are they trying to put on you?” I hissed, as the assailant made another attempt, somersaulting over Navan’s shoulder.

      “They must want to capture me so they can deliver me to Queen Gianne,” Navan growled. “A nice gift, all wrapped up with a bow.”

      “Not on my watch!” I swore, flinging my knives at the attacker.

      As a duo, Navan and I fought the persistent soldier, who seemed to be made out of water, or some impossible substance. Their bones definitely weren’t made of solid material, not from the way they were moving. There was no position this person couldn’t bend in, their body contorting to escape the blows of Navan’s blades and the volley of my knives.

      And then, in a glorious stroke of luck, one of my blades caught the attacker in the leg as they were running. They stumbled and fell to the ground. That moment was all the time I needed. I lunged for them and grasped at the edge of their mask, tearing it off in one clean movement.

      A male coldblood panted up at me, his breath coming in pained rasps through thin, almost colorless lips. Cold gray eyes stared up in blazing fury, his face framed by curly black hair that was frosted with strands of silver. Even so, the coldblood didn’t look old—he could only have been a few years older than Navan.

      “Kill him!” I roared, clamping my body around the assailant, pulling his head back to expose his neck. But Navan was frozen to the spot.

      His eyes narrowed. “Kaido?”

      “Brother,” the coldblood replied, his tone icy.

      “What in Rask’s name are you doing?” Navan growled.

      “I’ve come for you and Bashrik. You won’t escape me.”

      With that, he burst out of my grip, his body far stronger than mine, but Navan was already on him before I could retaliate. He hit the side of Kaido’s head with the flat of his blade, evidently wanting to take his brother out, but not kill him. I wondered how many other brothers I was going to meet in bizarre circumstances. I hadn’t forgotten my run-in with Sarrask.

      Kaido seemed dazed for a moment, before ducking out of Navan’s reach. He rubbed the side of his head, then launched into another attack, still gripping the strange circular device in his hand. I supposed he thought he could deal with me easily enough, once he had Navan restrained by the device.

      Navan brought the side of his blade down hard on Kaido’s skull again. The crack echoed out, but it barely seemed to bother Kaido, who simply somersaulted out of reach again. He was taller than Navan, but slender in build, with a leanness that the other Idrax brothers didn’t seem to have—none of the ones I’d met, anyway. Where they were muscular and stocky, he was thin and wiry. Even so, he didn’t lack any of their shared strength.

      “If you’re going to be difficult, Brother, then you leave me no choice.” Kaido sighed. Spreading out his vast wings, he took to the skies like a rocket, twirling upward, leaving us with barely a second to catch our breath. He was like a dynamo, with more energy than seemed natural for any creature, however alien. Looking up to the sky, I realized he’d set his course toward the woodland at the back of the clearing.

      “He’s going for the others!” I yelled. Navan gripped me around the waist, and we shot up into the sky. A moment later, however, his body jerked, his flight faltering. Looking over his shoulder, I saw that a boomerang device had latched onto one of his wings, locking it in place, preventing him from flying properly.

      He fought against it for as long as he could, until he was able to set me safely on the ground again. I could tell from the look on his face that the boomerang device was painful. Turning, he slashed his blade across the stomach of the coldblood who’d thrown the device, preventing him from landing his final blow. He fell to the ground, the blood seeping out into the frosted grass, the light going out of his eyes.

      Not knowing how to remove the device without damaging Navan’s wings, we set off after Kaido, sprinting along the ground instead of taking to the air.

      At the edge of the woodland, we turned to check that no other soldiers were following us. Bashrik was still battling his way through the throngs with ease, especially as it seemed like the tide was turning. Where before it had looked like Gianne’s soldiers might emerge victorious, now it looked as though Queen Brisha’s army was winning. In fact, it appeared Brisha’s soldiers weren’t far from forcing Gianne’s to retreat over the barrier line. Already, many of them were running back to their vessels.

      Without another moment to lose, we barreled into the woodland. I could hear Angie and Lauren’s voices nearby, and I sprinted toward the sound. We ran into them a split second later, as they were running out. They didn’t have their guns anymore, their hands empty.

      I grasped Lauren by the shoulders. “Where’s Ronad?”

      “He sacrificed himself so we could make a run for it. He’s with a madman, over there!” she explained, jabbing a finger between the shadows of the gnarled trees.

      Angie nodded. “He ambushed us—he took our guns! Sneaky little creep!”

      I grimaced. “Stay here. Don’t move until we come back for you.”

      “We’ll stay hidden,” Lauren promised, grabbing Angie and pulling her down behind a tree trunk.

      Pressing on, with Navan close behind, I reached a small glade in the trees, where Kaido had Ronad walking with his hands behind his head, a device clamped down on his neck. His machine gun lay on the ground, the cartridge removed. It seemed Ronad wasn’t in control of his movements anymore—it must’ve been the device.

      “Forward!” Kaido barked, unaware of us watching from the trees.

      Slowly, Ronad walked forward, though from the strained expression on his face, I could tell he wasn’t responsible for the movement.

      “Sneak around the back. I’ll try to get him from the side,” Navan whispered.

      The two of us split apart. I tiptoed around the side of the glade, until I was facing Kaido’s back. Navan signaled me, and we both sprinted forward. I’d lost a lot of my knives on the battlefield, throwing them too far to snap them back, but I still had a few. I used the last of them as I ran forward, and Navan brandished his blades.

      Kaido flitted out of the way, faster than either of us. “To the ship!” he called, forcing Ronad to break into a sprint.

      I hurried after Ronad, glancing back at Navan, who was fighting Kaido. The curly-haired coldblood was still trying to attach the device to his brother’s neck. Using the button on my gloves, I tried to call the knives back, but most of them had thudded into the tree trunks around me. Only four returned to my hand. It wasn’t nearly enough to take on Kaido.

      I burst out of the woodland, emerging onto the battlefield again, though it looked as though the battle was over. Queen Brisha’s soldiers were the victors, chasing their quarry down, brandishing their weapons as a warning. Over to the other side, I caught sight of Angie and Lauren watching us from the edge of the trees, but I couldn’t stop for them now. I had to make sure Ronad was safe, especially with that device on him. He came to a halt beside one of the stealth vessels I’d seen other members of Gianne’s army retreating into.

      Thinking fast, I ran up to Ronad. “I’m going to try and pry it free,” I said, gripping the device and pulling hard. A roar of pain erupted from Ronad’s throat, and his eyes turned glassy for a moment.

      “Kaido has the… other part to the device. You… need it to… release this,” he explained, panting hard through the agony. “It’s attached to my… nerve center.”

      The trees shuddered as Kaido and Navan came tumbling out in a tangle of flailing limbs and punches. Although he’d lost his swords, it looked like Navan had finally gained the upper hand, his blows more accurate than Kaido’s. As Navan powered through with a blow that should’ve knocked Kaido clean out, the slimmer coldblood feinted out of the way, darting for me instead.

      It all happened so fast, there was nothing I could do about it. Kaido’s arm closed around my neck, and he dragged me toward the now-open door of the stealth vessel. He applied pressure to my wrist with his free hand, bending it back. A searing jolt of pain caused me to drop the last of my knives. It appeared Kaido was skilled in Aksavdo too—beyond the basics every coldblood was taught.

      “In war, one must learn to go for the easier target!” Kaido called out to Navan, who had stumbled forward from the shift in balance.

      Navan reached the hatch of the stealth vessel a second too late, just as the door hissed closed. Kaido released me immediately, and I ran to the door, trying to figure out how to open it, but there was no way. I was trapped inside, while Navan was outside.

      “Let them go! If you take them, I swear to Rask I will kill you, Kaido! Let them go!” Navan bellowed, slamming his fists against the hull.

      “I’ll find you!” I shouted back. “I love you!”

      “I love you! I’ll come for you, Riley! If he does anything to you, I’ll tear his head off!” Navan roared, but Kaido only snorted.

      “I’d like to see him try,” he remarked, turning his back. I was about to lunge for him when he raised a hand, stopping me in my tracks. “Oh, and if you even think about trying anything, Riley, I’ll trigger the kill switch on dear Ronad’s device.”

      It was no use. Kaido had captured us, and we could do nothing. Moving toward the control room, Kaido slid into the pilot’s seat and fired up the engines, before closing the door that separated the cockpit from the space where we’d been thrown. There was nowhere for us to run, in such a small ship. It made the perfect prison cell. Kaido knew I wouldn’t do anything to risk Ronad’s life, and though I wasn’t sure if he was bluffing or not, I wasn’t prepared to risk it.

      I stumbled to the floor as the vessel rose off the ground, taking us away from Northern Vysanthe and the people I loved, who were still stuck below. With a jolt, we picked up speed. Kaido was retreating with the rest of Gianne’s soldiers. But he had a slice of victory to celebrate that they couldn’t—he had managed to capture a prize.
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      As the enemy ship thrummed through the sky, heading for our final destination, I sat back against the curved chrome walls and felt a small wave of relief. At least Kaido hadn’t killed me and Ronad yet, though I had a strong feeling something bad was going to happen once this ship came to a stop.

      The door to the cockpit hissed open, and Kaido stepped out. The ship had evidently been put on autopilot. It still surprised me how readily the coldbloods trusted technology to do the grunt work for them. Back home on Earth, people were freaked out by the mere idea of robotic cars.

      “Come to inspect your prey?” I challenged, getting to my feet—not that it made much difference. He stood almost a foot taller than me, his gray eyes watching me with strange curiosity. Ronad sat on the opposite side of the room, the device keeping him down. Focusing my gaze on Kaido, I patted my bandolier absently, but there were no knives left.

      “You are not prey; you are my mission,” he replied, his tone oddly lacking inflection, although there was a hint of confusion, as though he didn’t exactly understand my meaning.

      “I don’t think either of us was part of the bargain,” I said. “The only person you seemed eager to tag with your nasty little device was Navan, and he’s not here. I’d say that’s a failed mission.”

      “Navan will come for you. That’s the problem with emotional attachments—they get in the way of logical thought. They make a person irrational, especially the males of a species.”

      “Where I come from, there’s a species whose females eat the males when they’re done with them,” I replied sharply, intending it as a threat. However, it seemed to go right over Kaido’s head.

      “You prove my point,” he said.

      “Navan is a smart guy. He won’t walk into your trap,” I continued confidently, finding Kaido a bit odd. Something was off about his manner, as though his mind were missing certain cues that other people would get. Coldbloods naturally lacked a sense of humor, for the most part, but this was different.

      Kaido shrugged. “Either he will or he won’t, but your presence will certainly improve the odds of him launching a rescue mission. He has an affection for you, yes?”

      The question took me aback, though I didn’t see the point in lying. It was obvious this coldblood knew who we were—he had targeted us on purpose. “Well, I’d call it more than affection, but yes, he cares for me.”

      Kaido nodded. “That explains his dramatic scene outside the ship. You see, romance makes ordinarily sane people do foolish things, like attack a solid metal door as though they could tear through it with a strength borne from pure love,” he remarked, not unkindly. “Obviously, that is ludicrous, but you see it happen. Navan’s behavior is a perfect example. The last time I saw him, he would never have allowed his judgment to be clouded by such things, but love is as potent an infection as any you are likely to find.”

      I pulled a face. “You paint such a charming picture. I take it you’ve never been in love?”

      “I have not, though I believe ‘love’ is a fallacy,” he replied.

      “I thought it was an infection?”

      “You mistake me—there is no bacteria in love, if you ignore the sharing of it through sordid actions. It behaves like an infection, infiltrating the brain, augmenting cellular functions to make the heart beat quicker, irises dilate, cheeks flush with blood, along with other body parts. It is simply a mixture of neurons and chemical reactions, just like anything else.”

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or be utterly dumbfounded. Kaido seemed to say every word as though it were a statement of fact, every sentence weighted. And yet, there was a dry humor to what he said, though I wasn’t sure he knew it was there.

      “What do you want with us?” I asked.

      “You will find out soon enough. In the meantime, make yourselves comfortable. I have refreshments, if you would care for some?” he offered, entirely serious.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Maybe you could start by taking that device off Ronad’s neck? Can’t you see he’s in pain?”

      “His actions can’t be trusted,” he said, turning to Ronad, who scowled.

      “What about mine? I might have a knife hidden somewhere,” I countered.

      “First of all, you do not have a knife. I just watched you patting your bandolier and saw the disappointment on your face when you found it empty. Secondly, you are small and fragile, and would not risk Ronad’s life, even if you could find a way to overcome me,” he said bluntly.

      I had to hand it to him: he was pretty good at reading people.

      “How did you find us when we crash-landed?” I asked, hoping he’d stay open with his responses. Nobody had known we were returning to Vysanthe today, so how could he have been there, ready to strike?

      “I have a unique acquaintance who happened to owe me a favor. This individual moves freely between sides, relatively undetected. When they told me you had been sent away from the North on a mission of some sort, I asked for the name of your ship. Once I had the name, I simply put an alert out on one of the outer-space satellites. It picked up the Vanquish, which I suppose has now been vanquished,” Kaido replied, his face blank. “The alert was set to notify me when you returned, and so it led me right to you.”

      “You’ve been tracking us all this time?” The hairs bristled on the back of my neck. I didn’t like the idea that even more people might have been watching our every move. Orion was bad enough.

      “Goodness, no. I am much too busy for that,” he assured me. “I just set the alert on a satellite beyond the atmosphere, as I said, to warn me when your ship was in the vicinity of Vysanthean airspace, and to send me the trajectory of your landing. Although, it was not a particularly smooth landing, and your collision course meant I had to get there even faster, in case the impact had killed most of you.”

      Ronad groaned from the other side of the room. “Wanted, dead or alive?”

      I chuckled, even though it was far from funny.

      Kaido frowned. “Well, it was preferable that you be delivered alive, but I suppose they would have accepted dead, too.”

      “You really haven’t changed a bit,” Ronad grumbled, his face contorted with pain.

      “I have changed plenty, Ronad. I am definitely still a coldblood, unlike you,” Kaido retorted. “Giving up your birthright for a female. You see what I mean, Riley? Affection addles the mind.”

      I smiled in response, realizing he’d given me a way in—an emotional trigger I could use against him. “And what would your sister have thought of all this? What would Naya have thought of you betraying two of your brothers and her true love? Do you think she’d have been proud of what you’re doing?”

      “Naya’s death no longer troubles me. I had my moment of grief, and then I moved on from it. After all, Naya did as she pleased and allowed herself to be drawn away from sense and rational thought,” he replied. His words shocked me. Across the room, anger washed over Ronad’s face.

      “How can you say that?” he spat, prompting Kaido to press down on a button that caused a cry of pain to gurgle from the back of Ronad’s throat.

      “My siblings have always pretended I didn’t exist, and Naya was no exception,” Kaido explained, his face still devoid of any real emotion. “I feel no loyalty toward them, just as they feel no loyalty toward me. When I was a child, they locked me away in the attic of our family home, and I believe they wish I were still there.”

      It was hard to gauge his feelings from his expressionless face. His words should have been rife with emotion, especially since he was getting into the realm of childhood trauma, but they didn’t. They were as matter-of-fact as everything else he said. There was no hurt, no sadness, no anger—just the same serene, almost cold tone. I wondered if it was some sort of defense mechanism, forged in those childhood years, when his siblings had bullied him and locked him away. Somehow, it felt too innate for that.

      “So is this some sort of revenge for the way they treated you? Do you want to punish Navan and Bashrik?” I ventured, eager to know his reasoning. I thought he was working for Queen Gianne, but perhaps there was more to it.

      He shook his head. “Nothing so banal. Besides, Navan and Bashrik weren’t the worst offenders of my siblings. If they had been, and revenge was my motivation, I would have exacted my vengeance a long time ago. I would not have waited,” he said, almost amused.

      “Well, you know what they say. Revenge is a dish best served cold,” I retorted.

      He frowned. “Surely, revenge is best when it is carried along on the heat of anger or passion? Who says these things? I have never heard that before.”

      “Never mind.” I sighed, trying very hard not to roll my eyes. “So, if you’re not upset about Navan and Bashrik, why are you trying to capture them?”

      “It’s as I said before. You and Ronad will offer me plenty of leverage to coax my brothers back to the South on a more permanent basis. They have gallivanted with Brisha for much too long, and it is bringing embarrassment to our family. With every mission they perform for the enemy, and every day they spend over the border, they bring further shame to my much-beloved parents, and I will not stand for it.”

      “You’re doing this for Jareth and Lorela?” Ronad rasped, sweat glistening on his forehead. Kaido pressed down on the button again, prompting Ronad to grimace in agony.

      “You do not utter their names, Ronad. I have asked you countless times to refer to them as the honorable Mr. and Mrs. Idrax,” he said with an almost unnerving softness.

      “What, so you’re trying to spare them from that embarrassment? Is that what all of this is about?” I asked, incredulous. I could only imagine what he really thought of the relationship between Navan and me, if he was going by his parents’ moral code. Although, for now, I guessed it served a purpose—one he could use against Navan.

      Kaido sighed impatiently. “I owe my parents a great debt. This is the least I can do for them,” he responded. “Besides, Navan’s actions have made my mother quite unwell, and his return will hopefully bring her back to full health once more.”

      “Your mother is sick?”

      “She has fallen ill, and I will do whatever I must to make her better again. Navan caused the sickness, as it was brought on by stress, and he will be the one to fix her. The plague and the cure.”

      “You really like your infections, don’t you?” I jeered. After our experience on Zai, I was just about done with plagues and cures.

      “They intrigue me, yes,” he replied, as though my question were stupid. All throughout our discussion, he seemed to view me as some kind of strange zoo animal to be studied and scrutinized, instead of an actual person. It was probably that coldblood superiority complex coming into play. “However, in the case of my mother, there is no obvious bacterium or virus causing her illness. Hers is an affliction of the mind, which has permeated down to the body. Navan is the cure, as I say.”

      “Wait, so where does Queen Gianne come into all of this?” I asked. A few things weren’t quite adding up.

      Kaido tilted his head. “Well, in case you hadn’t noticed, Queen Gianne is in the middle of a war,” he said. “She is much too busy to trouble herself with the affairs of our family, although my father remains at her side, advising her through this hard time.”

      “What caused the outbreak of war?” Ronad interjected, before I could ask any more about Queen Gianne’s involvement in our capture.

      “Traitorous behavior, of course,” Kaido replied.

      “Care to elaborate?” Ronad pressed, through gritted teeth.

      Kaido gave a sullen shrug. “Queen Gianne captured a squadron of Brisha’s soldiers as they were spying around the underground hangar near Regium. They’d broken in and appeared to be on a covert reconnaissance mission to scope out the extent of Queen Gianne’s new fleet,” he explained. “However, before anyone could be brought in for interrogation, the hangar blew up, killing everyone inside—Queen Gianne’s people, too.”

      “And Gianne blamed Brisha, even though her people died too?” I mused.

      Kaido nodded. “Naturally, Queen Brisha denied any involvement in the explosion, though she did admit the recon soldiers were hers. Indeed, she pleaded that her remaining sentries, who had been waiting outside the hangar, be granted POW status.”

      I frowned. Nothing was making sense. “Why would that have caused a war?”

      “Our beloved queen saw through her sister’s bluff and had those traitorous soldiers executed for espionage,” he said simply. “It’s what any queen would have done in that position. However, it breached the treaty, and Brisha declared war.”

      So Queen Brisha really did bring war to her sister’s gates, in the end, I thought sadly. Part of me had hoped it would never come to this, but then, I knew how tempting war could be to two dissatisfied leaders. It happened on Earth, and I didn’t doubt it happened all across the universe.

      I glanced at Ronad, who was already looking in my direction. From the expression on his face, I could see he had come to the same conclusion as me: Orion was responsible for the hangar explosion. Then again, if it was Orion who had blown up the hangar, killing both Gianne and Brisha’s people, who had executed the mission? Pandora had been with us the whole time, which meant there had to be another rebel on Vysanthe, masquerading as an ordinary member of society. A flurry of thoughts raced through my brain. Whose side were they spying from? How many people did Orion really have on the ground?

      “So, if we’ve got nothing to do with Queen Gianne, where are you taking us?” I wondered. “What are you going to do with me and Ronad?”

      Kaido smiled. “I’m taking you to my parents.”
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      What? Why are we going there?” I asked.

      “I already told you. My mother is ill, and you are my leverage to bring Navan home to her,” Kaido said, moving back toward the cockpit hatch. “We will be arriving shortly.”

      With that, he disappeared again, leaving me and Ronad alone in the back of the ship. I could see the despair written on Ronad’s face. Undoubtedly, he’d never expected to be back on Vysanthe, heading for the Idrax house, where Jareth and Lorela would be waiting. After all, Jareth was the one who’d killed the love of his life, whether or not he’d intended to.

      “I bet you wish you were freezing your ass off in your Siberian shack right about now,” I said.

      Ronad grimaced. “I’d rather be anywhere else. I traveled across the universe to get away from people like Jareth and Lorela, and every terrible thing Vysanthe has to offer.”

      “Yeah, sorry for dragging you all the way back.” I couldn’t shake the guilt. He’d been forced to return because of us, even after everything he’d been through. Saying that, I was glad he’d turned up when he had. If he hadn’t, we’d be dead.

      He laughed tightly. “It was inevitable, really. I was kidding myself, to think I could live out a peaceful existence on Earth. Coldbloods always end up back on Vysanthean soil, whether they want to or not.”

      “How do you mean?”

      He shrugged. “People try to leave, but this place is like a black hole, sucking us all toward it.”

      “You’ll get back out again. We all will,” I insisted. “And when we do, you can live out the rest of your days in the Texan sun, without having to worry about a thing.”

      He flashed me a curious look. “Do you really believe that?”

      After a lengthy pause, I said, “I have to.”

      It was true, I did have to believe that, but with every day that passed, it was becoming harder and harder to force my mind into thinking optimistic thoughts. Already, Jean and Roger’s faces were blurry in my memory, and I had no clue if I’d ever be able to sharpen the images again.

      “What do you know about this particular Idrax, anyway?” I asked, pushing my gloomy thoughts aside.

      Ronad pulled a face. “He’s an oddball. I used to think he was pretty harmless, but after seeing what he can do on a battlefield, I’m starting to think he might have changed since the last time I saw him,” he said wryly.

      “Yeah, there’s something a little bit off about him, like things don’t always connect,” I agreed. “There was a boy like him in our high school—hyper-intelligent, with a lot to say, but missed a lot of social cues. He was a nice kid, but high schoolers can be cruel.”

      Ronad raised an eyebrow. “Are they the ones with the huge, padded shoulders and the little flouncy skirts?”

      “They don’t usually wear those together, but yeah, those sound like high-school kids.” I chuckled, before casting him a suspicious glance. “Where did you even see people like that? I thought you were supposed to be keeping a low profile.”

      “What can I say? I watched a lot of TV while I was in that shack.” Ronad grinned.

      “You should be careful. My dad always said that stuff will rot your brain,” I murmured, thinking of Roger and his endless sayings. From him, they were never cheesy—they always sounded like they were coming from a place of deep, resounding wisdom.

      I could do with a word or two of wisdom right now, I thought to myself sadly.

      Ronad looked horrified. “What, it’ll actually rot my brain? Does it have something to do with the radiation waves? How much do you need to watch to do that? I mean, I was watching it most days—could I be at risk? Is there a cure?”

      I smiled. “As long as you kept away from the reality TV, you should be okay.”

      “I don’t think I watched any of that,” he said, looking instantly relieved.

      We spent the next twenty minutes discussing the merits of daytime television and the soap operas he’d come to adore. It was nice to have an easy conversation, though I could tell it was a cover for the gathering anxiety that hung heavy in the air. My last meeting with the Idrax family hadn’t exactly been pleasant, but I felt deeply for Ronad. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how their last conversation had gone, considering it had been over the death of Naya.

      Looking at Ronad, I desperately wanted to bring it up, to ask how things had gone down during that dark time, but I couldn’t make the words tumble out of my mouth. It was still a private, personal, terrible thing that had happened to him, and I was a relative stranger. Perhaps, in time, I could get him to open up, but now didn’t seem appropriate, not when we were about to enter the lion’s den.

      I felt the judder of the engines as we began our descent, heading for the Idrax house. Would we be using the same entrance I’d happened upon last time, or a different one? I recalled the silver arch with the twisting vines and the Gothic wings stretching out behind elaborate metal carvings of coldbloods, frozen in scenes of war and peace. Either way, meeting Navan’s parents again was going to be an uncomfortable experience.

      As the stealth vessel landed with a gentle bump on the ground, Kaido reappeared from the cockpit and opened the front hatch, revealing the ominous, dark stone walls of the Idrax mansion. I stayed where I was, not wanting to set foot outside. Ronad seemed reluctant to move, too. The biting Vysanthean wind whipped through the ship, making me shiver. I hadn’t noticed it on the battlefield, with the adrenaline coursing through my veins, but I could feel it now. I tried to think of the Zaian tropics, using warm thoughts to take the edge off, but it only made me feel colder by comparison.

      “Of course, you must be freezing,” Kaido said, pulling a thick blanket from a storage space in the side of the ship. With surprising courtesy, he wrapped it around my shoulders and tied the front in a knot, leaving me with a silly kind of cape. “It is not fashionable, but it will keep you warm until we’re in the house,” he added.

      I glanced at Ronad, wondering how he was coping with the Vysanthean climate, now that he wasn’t a coldblood anymore. His mouth was set in a grim line, a muscle in his jaw twitching, as though he was trying very hard not to shiver. Kaido appeared to remember at the same moment, pulling out a second blanket and handing it to Ronad, who took it gratefully.

      “Thank you,” he mumbled.

      “I have no idea why you’ve done this to yourself, nor do I wish to know how you did it, but you will catch your death if you don’t keep warm,” Kaido replied. “I suppose I should remove your device, too, now that I have you here. There will be repercussions if you run, though I’m certain you’re already aware of that.”

      “I know the score.” Ronad sighed, pulling the blanket tight around himself, while Kaido stepped up behind him and removed the device, pocketing it.

      “This way,” Kaido said.

      At his insistence, Ronad and I left the relative safety of the stealth vessel, stepping onto what looked like a driveway, the ground covered in the shimmer of crushed shells. Glancing back, I wondered if I had time to dart back into the ship and commandeer it back to the North.

      As if sensing my intentions, Kaido shook his head. “It will be regretful, but I will break your legs if I must, Riley.”

      I buried half my face in the thick blanket, pulling it tighter around me. “Not before I break your face.”

      “Sorry? Your words are muffled by your… blanket,” Kaido replied.

      I buried my face deeper. “I said, I won’t do anything.”

      “Very good, then we should hurry inside before you lose any more of your core temperature,” he insisted, ushering us toward the front door of an enormous mansion. Here, curving above the mantel, was another silver arch, bearing the Idrax name.

      I looked up at the building, gaping in admiration. If this was the house Bashrik had grown up in, I could see why he’d ended up in architecture. The place was phenomenal, with twisting spires reaching up through redwood-like trees, which towered above the house itself, creating a circular wall of canopy that let in just the right amount of sunshine. The house itself was built from a strange dark stone that had an almost metallic sheen. Upon closer inspection, I could see that the stone was threaded through with tiny veins of gold and silver. Dotted along the walls were curved bay windows made from single panels of glass, the view from them undisturbed by frames or latches, and the roof was built from pale gray slate, which contrasted stylishly with the dark stone below.

      Turning to look at the grounds, I realized we’d landed at the top end of the gardens, at the opposite side from where I’d found myself the last time I was here, when I’d barreled into the grumpy Sarrask. Allowing my eyes to drift across the stunning scenery, where elegant trees spiraled upward and flowers of unusual shades bloomed, I caught a glimpse of the silver arch, leading out onto the road.

      “Do you think Jareth is compensating for something?” I whispered to Ronad, prompting him to smirk.

      “It’s pretty impressive, right?”

      “Impressive is an understatement! I mean, who even needs a house this big?” I murmured, looking back at the mansion. “Then again, they do have a million children. This is probably teeny-tiny for them.”

      Ronad laughed. “I have to say, it was pretty weird growing up here, after having nothing,” he admitted, though there was some pain in his words. “Now, if you think the outside is good, you just wait until you see the inside!”

      “Yes, it has been a while for you, hasn’t it, Ronad?” Kaido chimed in, turning to me with his usual unreadable expression. “Can you imagine an adopted brother being treated far better than one of true blood?”

      I shook my head, feeling a very small twist of pity. “Is that what happened?”

      “I can see the charm in Ronad, but blood is where loyalty ought to lie,” Kaido said. “I suppose Ronad was one of the guys in a way that I never was—not then, anyway. Never mind. My skills as a warrior make me far superior to any of my brothers now, so I suppose I had the last laugh there.” He gave an odd bark, which I guessed was meant to be that last laugh. I couldn’t be sure if he even knew he was sharing all this information, or whether it just came to him and needed to be said, like he had no filter to sort through private and public thoughts.

      “I was never cruel to you, Kaido,” Ronad said softly, but Kaido shrugged.

      “Whether you were or you were not, you were part of the problem. You cannot be a bystander to bad behavior and claim innocence.”

      I hadn’t thought of it like that before, but there was definitely a sad truth in what Kaido said. If somebody had done nothing to help him, were they just as culpable? Given his expertise on the battlefield, and the impressive skillset he had at his disposal, it was hard to picture him as a weedy child, picked on by his siblings and, undoubtedly, other children, but I knew there were no lies in what he was saying. I doubted he even had the ability to lie.

      Before either of us could say another word, Kaido led us through the second silver archway and into the mansion, where Jareth Idrax was waiting. He was standing at the bottom of a curved staircase, tapping the banister impatiently, his dark blue eyes turned toward us. It was alarming how similar he looked to Navan, in the dim light of the entrance hall.

      “I do not see Navan and Bashrik,” he snapped, his anger sending a shiver up my spine.

      Kaido gave a funny little bow. “Navan evaded capture, and Bashrik was too far away, Father. It became unfeasible to go after them directly, but I had already planned for several possible outcomes. I had forgotten the true extent of Navan’s strength, and so I went with the easier target. It is no less effective in getting him here; it simply has a longer execution time.”

      “You think Navan will bother to come for his pet and this—” Jareth glowered in Ronad’s direction, looking as though he wanted to rip the ex-coldblood’s head off his shoulders. “Well, I don’t have a word for such filth. Not one I could say in front of a female, anyway, regardless of her species.”

      Kaido frowned. “Riley is not Navan’s pet, Father. She is his lover. They are in an affectionate relationship, far beyond that of an owner and a pleasure slave. They are partners, by my understanding,” he said in his blunt, emotionless fashion. My eyes went wide in horror, wondering what the hell the mighty Jareth Idrax was going to say about that! This was definitely not the way I wanted to meet the parents… again.

      Jareth shifted his angry glare to me. “She’s his what?”

      “His lover and partner, Father. It is why Navan will come for her, since I have kidnapped her from his side,” Kaido explained evenly. “He will not be able to help himself, especially if he fears some harm will come to her.”

      “I can understand a bit of youthful exuberance, but this is ludicrous,” Jareth growled. “I can’t believe you’ve brought these two to me, Kaido. I trusted you, and you have brought shame under my roof.”

      I wished the ground would swallow me up.

      “You misunderstand, Father,” Kaido assured him. “They are both useful to us.”

      “How can Ronad be useful to anyone?” Jareth sneered, venom dripping from his words. “Look at you, Ronad. You might as well be whatever she is. I can’t even sense your Vysanthean blood anymore. What happened to you? You look weak. Everything about you is off—your skin, your demeanor, your appearance.”

      Ronad narrowed his eyes. “Grief did this to me. A concept you know nothing of!”

      “How dare you?!” Jareth roared. “I will not have you under my roof!”

      Kaido hurried up to his father. “You must, Father. This is all part of a well-thought-out plan. Navan and Bashrik will return to our side of Vysanthe for good. They will not be able to leave Riley and Ronad to an unknown fate, so they will follow the trail I have left behind. You have to trust in my knowledge of the sentient mind, Father.”

      Kaido’s words seemed to calm Jareth down, his shoulders visibly relaxing. He still didn’t seem too happy about things, but there appeared to be a mutual trust between father and son. After taking a few deep breaths to steel himself, he glanced between me and Ronad, shaking his head.

      “You had better be right, Kaido.”

      “In matters of the mind, I am rarely wrong,” he said confidently. “Now, may I take them to visit Mother?”

      Jareth looked dubious. “You may, but don’t stay long. I don’t wish to have her riled up.”

      “Thank you, Father,” Kaido said, before turning to us. “This way.”

      Without another word, we followed our guide, though it meant brushing past Jareth. I could feel his eyes boring into me as I passed, even with my head down and my gaze fixed firmly on the floor. I half expected him to lunge forward and throttle me for daring to fall in love with his son, but he never did. In fact, he didn’t even bother to follow us up the winding staircase, though I knew he was watching our every move.

      Around every corner, some new feat of architectural wonderment met our eyes, whether it was a glass atrium or an intricately carved wall of marble. The curved windows offered spectacular views out toward a misty horizon, and every ceiling looked like the Sistine Chapel. The mansion definitely had a Gothic air, but it was also weirdly modern. Nothing looked dusty, and there were no chairs I would’ve been scared to sit on—well, not if I’d been here under different circumstances, anyway.

      As we reached a room at the end of a long, brightly lit corridor, with a glass roof that revealed the canopy of those beautiful redwood-like trees, we came to a halt. Footsteps echoed behind us, and I turned to see that Jareth had followed us up. It seemed he’d had a change of heart, probably not wanting us to be alone with his wife.

      Inside, there was a large, airy bedroom with an elegant four-poster at the far side, silvery-gray gauze shrouding the figure within. The bed was flanked by beautiful pieces of furniture, all painted in a duck-egg blue, to suit the white marble floor and the pale blue walls. Another skylight stretched down the middle part of the ceiling, looking out at the forest scene, where birds were making their nest in one of the redwood boughs overhead.

      As Kaido tied back the gauzy drapes, he revealed Lorela, who was sitting up on a stack of pillows, eyeing our motley crew with curiosity. She looked as ill as Kaido had said, her skin a sallow gray, her eyes surrounded by deep circles of purple.

      She looked at me for a moment, a glimmer of recognition passing across her foggy eyes—so similar to Navan’s—before moving on to Ronad, who stood beside me. A weak smile broke across her face.

      “Ronad!” she rasped, lifting her arms to embrace him.

      “Lorela,” Ronad whispered, leaning into her warm hug, wrapping his strong arms around her fragile frame. She almost looked like a child in his grasp, her thin arms clinging to him, her skeletal face buried in his neck.

      “I’m so sorry for what happened, sweet Ronad,” she lamented. “I loved my Naya more than life itself. She was my only daughter. There is always a special bond between a mother and a daughter.”

      Ronad held her tighter, though he seemed speechless.

      “She loved you, and I’m sorry you lost her. I’m sorry I lost her. I’m sorry for everything. If I could turn back time and change it all, I would,” Lorela murmured into Ronad’s neck, her frail fingers clawing at the back of his hair. I was desperate to turn around and see Jareth’s face, but I didn’t dare move.

      “This wasn’t your fault, Lorela. You didn’t hurt her,” Ronad said at long last. “I forgive you. You couldn’t have stopped it.”

      Lorela crumbled in Ronad’s arms, sobs wracking her chest, coming out as guttural chokes that seemed to shake her entire body. I couldn’t believe he’d forgiven her. Even if she wasn’t directly responsible, it was just like Kaido had said—she was a not-so-innocent bystander to Jareth’s wrongdoing. And yet, he’d forgiven her anyway. The relief that bristled through the air was as painful as it was palpable. From Lorela’s reaction, I guessed she’d been doing some soul-searching and had been longing for that forgiveness for some time.

      “I said not to rile her up!” Jareth barked, shoving his way through to his wife and tearing her away from Ronad. Immediately, Ronad backed off, leaving Jareth to perch on the edge of the bed, Lorela clinging to him instead.

      “I didn’t mean to,” Ronad murmured, tears glittering in his eyes.

      “Kaido, see to your mother,” Jareth demanded impatiently, his eyes narrowing at me and Ronad. “I’ll take these two to the tower room to get settled.” His tone was begrudging, but I guessed it meant we were allowed to stay the night. I just wished it didn’t sound so ominous.

      Backing out of Lorela’s room, we followed Jareth down the hallway and up another floor, pausing outside what appeared to be one of the spires. He unlocked the door and pushed it open, revealing a circular room with two twin beds, one against either side, their outward edges curved to fit the wall. Two windows looked out over either side of the house, offering remarkable views of the neighborhood and the world beyond.

      “This will be your lodging, until Navan and Bashrik arrive,” Jareth said coldly, holding on to the key.

      “We don’t get separate rooms?” I asked, thinking the situation was a little bit inappropriate.

      Jareth gave me a withering look. “I have designated one room, and one room only. It is not my fault you have been brought here, instead of my sons.”

      “You can’t expect us to stay in here together. Riley needs a room of her own,” Ronad pressed, evidently as concerned as me.

      “There is no alternative,” Jareth insisted. “Now, let’s go over some ground rules. While you are here, you must remain hidden from Queen Gianne. You are not to go outside, and you are only permitted in certain rooms of the house. Kaido will draw these locations on some maps for you. Failure to abide by these rules will result in harsher restraints. I suggest you do not test me, as I am already close to throwing you both out. I doubt you would survive a Vysanthean night in those clothes… even with those ridiculous capes you have on.”

      I felt my cheeks redden, but I wasn’t about to let Jareth put me off course. “What about Queen Gianne’s pardon?” I asked. “She promised to pardon Navan if he returned here. Does that still stand?”

      A dark look passed over Jareth’s face. “The queen has become increasingly… unstable, of late. I believe she will honor the pardon for Navan, but you should not raise your hopes. I doubt she will lift a finger for a disgusting little pet and the deformed coldblood associating with her. Who knows, perhaps she will try you both for treason.”

      I was about to lunge for him, anger spiking through me, but Ronad held me back, his hand wrapping around my wrist.

      Jareth smirked. “Yes, you wouldn’t want to do anything rash now, would you?” he taunted. “Well, as you’ve taken up so much of my time, I shall retire to my lab for the evening. Please, do make yourselves at home,” he added coldly, before stepping out of the room. I heard the key turn in the lock, and knew we were trapped.

      Ronad sighed, releasing my hand. “There’s no place like home, eh?”

      “Look, this is only temporary. We’ll find a way to contact the others as soon as we can,” I promised, staring out at the tempting horizon. “So, if you can think of any way to do that, now would be a great time to mention it.”

      After all, we were back in Southern Vysanthe, in Ronad’s old stomping grounds. There had to be some way out.
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      Ronad and I sat cross-legged on the edges of our beds, the early dawn light glancing in through the tower window, both of us chattering like excited schoolgirls at a slumber party. Neither of us had slept particularly well but wiling away the darkened hours had brought an idea to Ronad’s mind. He’d woken me at dawn so we could talk about it.

      “Ianthan had a cabin in the woods. We used to go there all the time, when we wanted to discuss things in secret: Navan, Bashrik, me, and sometimes Jethro,” he explained. “We all had these little black boxes that we used to transmit through. They sent private messages, so we could keep our work hush-hush.”

      “I’ve seen one before. Navan had one in his cabin,” I said, arching an eyebrow. “Did you all have these little man caves?”

      Ronad grinned. “Just Navan and Ianthan, though I always wanted one. Navan let me stay at his place when everything happened with Naya. I had nowhere to go when I left the Idrax house—did he take you down to the lake when you were there?” I smiled at the memory, nodding shyly. “When we were still keeping things quiet, Naya and I used to sneak down to the little glass igloo—without Navan knowing, of course. He’d have killed me if he’d found out.” He chuckled. I could see the remembrance was a good one for him, and I was glad. He deserved to be able to reminisce, without always dwelling on the pain of her death.

      “It’s beautiful out there,” I said wistfully, wishing things were as simple as they’d been back then.

      “Navan’s a very lucky guy, to have someone like you,” Ronad said unexpectedly, staring down into his lap. “I see the way you are around each other, and it makes me feel like there’s hope, you know? It makes me believe in fate, even though we were always taught that fate is a fiction. I think it’s the Earth air, making my mind soft.” He flashed me a cheeky smile.

      “You think Navan and I were supposed to meet?”

      “How else would you have ended up on the same side of the universe?”

      I frowned at him, his words making me feel weird. “Okay, we’re getting way off track here. Come on, Ronad, focus!” I said. “We need to find a way to sneak out of the house, get to Ianthan’s cabin, and ransack it for this device thingy that you guys used to use. Once we have it, we can send out a secure message to Brisha’s side, and hopefully track the others down.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me, though getting out is going to be the tricky part.” Ronad sighed. “Believe me, I lived here, and sneaking in to Naya’s room was hard enough! This place is like a labyrinth, even when you’ve been here for years.”

      A knock at the door disturbed us. A moment later, Kaido appeared, peering around the doorframe.

      “Breakfast is ready, if you would care to come down,” he said. “Did you manage to study the maps I left for you? I know you’re familiar with the layout, Ronad, but it has been a while, and I was concerned you might have forgotten. I know not everyone’s memory is as precise as mine.”

      I chuckled. “I haven’t had the chance yet, Kaido, but I promise I will.” There was something about the unusual coldblood that made it impossible to dislike him. He said arrogant things without understanding that he was being boastful, and made amusing comments without meaning to be funny. It was almost refreshing.

      “You should not lie, Riley. It is unbecoming, and it demeans the time and effort I put into making those maps for you,” he chastised, before disappearing back out into the hallway. He was waiting for us at the far end of the landing, making me feel like we were in a videogame, and he was the waymarker.

      After making our way through endless corridors and down several elegant staircases, with Kaido always staying a fair way ahead, we ended up at the back of the house in a beautiful kitchen that looked out on manicured gardens. There was a central island, with a sink in the middle, while various bizarre devices were set up around the outer edge of the kitchen. I presumed they had something to do with Vysanthean blood cuisine, but I didn’t dare ask about their individual purposes.

      “I acquired some solid food for you, Riley. I hope it is to your satisfaction,” Kaido said, gesturing to a bowl of fruits and vegetables that had been set out in front of one of the island stools.

      I tried to keep the disappointment from my face. After eating the delicious array of Zaian food, I couldn’t bear the thought of going back to cold fruit and vegetables, especially not in this climate. Then again, I knew I was in no position to be picky.

      “Thank you,” I replied, sitting down.

      Ronad had just sat down opposite me to start drinking his vial of morning blood, when Sarrask stormed into the room. His eyes glittered with fury. He marched right up to Kaido and gripped him by the scruff of the neck. I thought Kaido was going to fight back, using some of the skilled Aksavdo moves he’d shown on the battlefield, but he didn’t. He just stood there, his face blank, letting his brother’s grip tighten.

      “It finally happened, crabweed. You totally lost your mind!” Sarrask hissed, getting right in his brother’s face. “What in Rask’s name do you think you’re doing, bringing these two here? Don’t you care about Father’s reputation? Hasn’t our ‘beloved’ brother done enough to drag our name through the mud?”

      I wondered what a crabweed was, and why Sarrask was calling Kaido one. It was sibling bullying at its most textbook, but it looked like Kaido had long since figured out how to deal with his brothers.

      “There is logic in my plan, Sarrask. You would understand that if you took the time to listen, but you choose violence over concentration,” Kaido remarked. “It has always been your biggest flaw.”

      I nearly spat out my bizarre fruit, knowing how well that statement would go down with someone like Sarrask. Even so, it was a shock to see Sarrask standing there, after our last encounter. Back then, he’d promised that he would kill me and Navan, or see Queen Gianne execute us both, if we came back. Yet here I was, sitting at his kitchen table.

      “Was my warning not clear enough?” he spat, turning his attention to me.

      Kaido frowned. “You know this female?”

      “Let’s just say we’ve run into each other before,” Sarrask muttered. “I look forward to telling Queen Gianne about your arrival and seeing you suffer for your treason. I might wait until Navan comes running for you, but it’ll happen—you mark my words.”

      “So you do understand what we’re doing here,” Kaido said. “If you know Riley, then you know Navan will come for her, as you say. That is the plan, Sarrask. Navan and Bashrik will cure our mother with their presence, and they will reduce Father’s embarrassment when Queen Gianne pardons them both.”

      Sarrask shook his head defiantly. “I’m reporting them to Queen Gianne, and there’s nothing you can do about it. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to know where this defector has been, too,” he said, shoving Ronad in the arm.

      “No, I was definitely right the first time—you do not listen, and you do not understand.” Kaido sighed. “If you report these two to Queen Gianne, you’ll get our parents in trouble for harboring ‘traitors.’ You will utterly destroy Father’s reputation and send Mother over the edge, in the process.”

      Sarrask released his brother, giving him a nasty shove. Evidently, he’d expected Kaido to stumble or trip, but the wiry coldblood did neither, keeping his balance and stepping gracefully forward. I still had a spoonful of fruit hovering halfway between the bowl and my mouth, the interruption having taken me by surprise.

      “I suppose you have a point, crabweed. If Mother and Father have agreed to this circus, then I guess I have to as well,” Sarrask muttered.

      It seemed that, when it came to their parents, they were all united in their loyalty. Personal opinion didn’t matter, as long as their parents were happy. It reminded me of what Navan had said to Sarrask the last time they’d seen each other, at the bottom of the Idrax garden—they had all blindly forgiven their father for accidentally killing Naya, and there had been no repercussions for his actions. They had rallied around him, despite the awful thing he’d done. Now, I understood it. Jareth was the cult leader, and they were only too happy to drink the Kool-Aid.

      “Why are you wearing that?” Ronad said quietly, his eyes fixed on a bronze cuff on Sarrask’s wrist. An oval stone sat at the center, seemingly made from the same material as the house, the threads of silver and gold glinting in the morning sunlight.

      “Why shouldn’t I wear it?” Sarrask countered.

      “It belonged to Naya.” Ronad was visibly trying to hold himself back.

      Sarrask shrugged. “And? She was my sister. She would have wanted me to have it!”

      “No, she wouldn’t. That was her favorite bracelet. She wouldn’t have wanted any of you to have it. You didn’t stand up for her when she died; you don’t deserve to wear it.” Ronad cracked his neck from side to side, evidently trying to calm himself down. I had a feeling it had come from the box of belongings to which Navan had given Sarrask the code.

      “I miss her as much as you do, Ronad. I miss her every single day, but it was an accident. Everybody knows that; everybody has forgiven and let it go, but you insist on clinging on, like the martyr you always were!” Sarrask snapped back. Even so, I wasn’t sure Sarrask knew how to respond to Ronad. Where Jareth had showed out-and-out hatred, and Lorela had shown deep remorse, Sarrask showed confusion—a clash of feelings, borne from a shared loss.

      “Where did you even get that?” Ronad asked, heartbroken.

      “I found it among her things. I wanted to wear it as a tribute to her. She always used to wear it,” Sarrask said firmly, his anger fading.

      Ronad smiled sadly. “I know she did.”

      “What’s it made from?” I asked, wanting to break the tension in the room.

      “The stone is onyxscye. It’s what the house is made from,” Kaido replied finally, as the silence dragged on. “When the house was built, as is customary in Vysanthean culture, a small block of the foundation stone was kept. When Naya was born, our father had part of that block made into the bracelet that Sarrask is wearing. A sentimental trinket with a very high market value, though I believe it is priceless to our family.”

      Sarrask flashed his brother a cold look. “Why do you always have to do that, crabweed? It’s like talking to an automaton.”

      “I think people show emotion in different ways. You show it with anger and sadness, and your brother shows it in his own way, which not everyone will understand,” I chimed in, coming to Kaido’s defense, with no idea why. Even as a kid, I’d hated seeing people get bullied or mistreated, and had always stepped in to help them. I guessed Kaido was bringing that side out of me again.

      Sarrask sneered. “Trust an outsider to come to your aid, crabweed.”

      “Are you finished here?” Kaido asked suddenly. “If all you wanted was to come to tell me my idea was stupid, I believe we have found an alternate conclusion. In doing so, your work here is finished.”

      Sarrask frowned. “Yeah, I’m done, though I still think what you’re doing is stupid,” he muttered, before storming out of the kitchen. I didn’t know if Kaido had spoken to spare me from more of Sarrask’s taunts, or whether he was simply following what his mind wanted him to do. Either way, I was grateful that Sarrask was gone. There was too much anger in that coldblood, even if it came from a place of sorrow.

      “Can we visit Mrs. Idrax again? I wasn’t happy with the way we left things yesterday,” Ronad said, downing the last of his blood. I still had half a bowlful of fruit left, but Sarrask’s interruption had ruined my appetite.

      Kaido shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Your presence seems to have a positive effect on my mother. I’m sure she’d be delighted to see you again.”

      A thought crept into the back of my mind as I looked toward Ronad. It was true, he did seem to have a positive impact on Lorela, and the two of them had evidently shared a warm relationship, once upon a time, which still endured now. After all, before he began his relationship with Naya, they had accepted him into the family fold with open arms. I had to wonder if Lorela and Ronad’s mutual affection, combined with Ronad’s reciprocated love for Naya, had made Jareth jealous, somehow. After all, it meant that the two main women in Jareth’s life had lavished their attention on this lowborn boy, leaving whatever was left for Jareth himself.

      It would certainly explain the lengths Jareth had gone to take Ronad out of the picture. No sane father hated a boyfriend enough to wipe his memory, unless there was something darker lurking beneath the surface of his actions.

      “What’s a crabweed?” I asked as we got up from the kitchen table and made our way to Lorela’s bedroom. The question had been pestering me ever since Sarrask had first uttered it.

      Kaido sighed. “It is a lanky, thin weed that grows in Vysanthean gardens, stealing the sunlight from other plants. It is perennial, and smothers much of what grows around it.”

      I frowned. “Why do you let Sarrask call you that?”

      “Words do not bother me, Riley. They are only words—they cannot inflict any actual damage upon me, and so I ignore them. If they were throwing knives instead of taunts, it would be a different matter,” he replied, giving that short, sharp bark, which I was sure now was supposed to be a laugh. “Indeed, since we have happened upon that subject, I must say, you are very adept at throwing knives. I have never seen such accuracy in an inferior species. I can only assume Navan taught you how to throw like that.”

      “Actually, those skills are all my own, just honed a bit by the Vysanthean military,” I said, although I appreciated the compliment.

      When we arrived at Lorela’s bedroom, I opened the door to find somebody already sitting by her bedside. Raven-black hair cascaded down the figure’s back, her slender hands holding Lorela’s, their voices whispering. As we entered, Seraphina’s burnished copper eyes turned toward us, a look of surprise registering on her beautiful face. I’d forgotten just how stunning my love rival was.

      “Riley!” Seraphina cried, jumping to her feet and rushing over to where I stood, enfolding me in a warm embrace. Her heady perfume intoxicated me as I returned the hug, wishing there was some flaw I could fixate on. Truthfully, I was excited to see her, too. We still had her to thank for saving the day at the Observatory. Yes, the war had happened anyway, but fewer lives had been lost because of her.

      “Seraphina, it’s so good to see you,” I said, meaning every word. It wasn’t Seraphina’s fault that she was betrothed to the man I loved, and I wasn’t about to hold a grudge, considering who the alternative groom was.

      “Come outside with me for a moment,” Seraphina urged, taking my hand and pulling me past the others, out into the hallway. Kaido looked like he was about to say something, but uncharacteristically held his tongue.

      “What’s up?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      She smiled. “I was about to ask you the same thing! How can you be here?”

      Hurriedly, I explained the situation, telling her about the mission to Zai, and how that had taken us away for a short while. I kept the blood details vague, but told her what she needed to know, in case she’d been wondering why Navan hadn’t gotten back to her. Plus, I hadn’t told him about her request yet—but I wasn’t about to admit that to Seraphina, not when there was a chance I could make amends and actually tell him before she found out. I went on to tell her what Kaido had done, kidnapping me and Ronad, and why he had done it.

      “So does that mean Navan is coming back home?” Seraphina whispered, hope gleaming in her eyes. I hated to be the one to dash those hopes, but I didn’t want Navan risking his life by coming back here, not if we could warn him before he went to those lengths. Jareth had said so himself—the queen was unstable. There was no telling which way she might turn.

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry to say this, but he probably won’t. It’s too dangerous here, now.”

      Seraphina’s chin sank to her chest, and she looked utterly defeated. “I see.”

      “Actually, speaking of Navan, is there any way you can help me contact him, in secret?” I asked, knowing it was a little insensitive. Still, if she had a way of getting in touch with him that didn’t involve us risking our necks trying to find Ianthan’s man cave, I had to know.

      Seraphina looked up at me, a strange glimmer in her eyes. “I can’t risk it, Riley. I would if I could, but Queen Gianne has been keeping a close eye on me, now that I’m engaged to Aurelius. He’s her advisor; she can’t have me running off and making him look bad.”

      I nodded, trying to keep the disappointment and doubt from showing on my face. Paranoia niggled at the back of my mind. Did she really have no way of helping me contact Navan, or was she taking subtle revenge for Navan not returning to the South, to stop her marriage? No matter which way I looked at it, I just couldn’t picture Seraphina as the spiteful type.

      If she said she couldn’t contact him, then I believed her. It just meant we were back to plan A, and all the perils that would entail. Escaping the house wasn’t going to be easy, but we had to try.
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      I’m really sorry, Riley, but I have to get going,” Seraphina said. “Will you see me out?”

      “Of course I will,” I replied. We wandered down the hallway, heading for the entrance hall. At the end of the corridor, I cast a glance back at the door of Lorela’s bedroom, but nobody seemed to be following us.

      As we reached the doorway, Seraphina turned and took my hands in hers. “If Navan does come back, you’ll let me know, won’t you?” she asked, though the hope had gone from her eyes.

      “I promise I’ll find a way to let you know.”

      “Lorela and Jareth have my details, if you need to message or call me quickly,” she urged, her face changing to a mask of remorse. “I’m sorry I had to ask you to speak to Navan. I know the kind of situation I put you in, and I will never forgive myself for that. If you only knew what was awaiting me… Anyway, that doesn’t matter now. I’ll try to come back to see you.”

      “I understand, Seraphina. You did what you had to,” I assured her, feeling guilty that I hadn’t said a word to Navan about it. Silently, I made a promise to tell him as soon as I got in contact again.

      “Goodbye, Riley.”

      “Goodbye.” I waved from the doorway, before ducking back inside, remembering Kaido’s words about keeping hidden. I didn’t want to be the one who blew our cover. Someone could be watching the house. I shuddered, remembering what had happened in the underground hangar with Gianne and Brisha’s soldiers. There was no way of knowing how many spies Orion had on Vysanthe.

      Realizing nobody had thought to follow me downstairs, I decided to seize the opportunity. With Kaido busy, Sarrask gone, and Jareth otherwise engaged, I figured it was time to explore the Idrax mansion.

      In fact, Jareth Idrax’s alchemy lab sounded like a pretty tantalizing place to start, especially if I could get my hands on his experiment journal. Saying that, I had no idea where to begin my search. Unfortunately for me, it wasn’t labeled on Kaido’s helpful little map, and it definitely wasn’t one of the color-coded rooms I was allowed into.

      Letting all my logical thoughts gather in one place, I tried to guess where Jareth might keep his secret lab. From what I knew about private laboratories, they were usually hidden away somewhere, either in an attic or underground. Since the spires seemed occupied by the brothers’ old rooms, I concluded the alchemy lab must be underground somewhere. He wasn’t the kind of guy to have the entrance out in the open, where anyone could just wander in, especially if he was as protective of his alchemy secrets as Yorrek had been.

      I hurried across the entrance hall and headed down a narrow corridor, peering into every door I came across. To my disappointment, all I found were libraries, drawing rooms, storage cupboards, and studies. They were all beautiful rooms, and I knew Lauren would lose her mind over the extensive libraries, but they weren’t Jareth’s alchemy lab.

      I dared to go into a few of them, riffling around in case I found a secret passageway, or a trapdoor, or a hidden entrance, tucked behind a bookshelf. By the end of my ground floor snooping, I realized I’d probably read one too many Sherlock Holmes books. I was envisioning things where there were none and wishing for false façades where there was only solid wall.

      Then, at the end of a very narrow hallway, which branched off from a smaller library, the corridor’s entrance half hidden by the heavy black velvet of a sweeping curtain, I felt as though my luck was about to change. There, at the end of the passage, was a door. From the library entrance, it was impossible to see it, but my detective work appeared to be paying off.

      With my heart pounding in my chest, I approached the slim door and turned the handle. Expecting it to be locked, I was surprised when it swung open without any resistance whatsoever. I supposed, with it being so far out of the way, nobody had considered the prospect of nosy guests. My pulse quickened with nervous excitement as I pressed on into the room beyond. It was dark, with no natural daylight flooding the gloom. Awkwardly, I fumbled for a light switch, finding one by the entrance.

      A second later, a dim glow illuminated the room, revealing a laboratory. There was a chair in the center of the room, hooked up to various scary-looking mechanisms, and around the side of the room were countless tanks and jars, filled with what looked like plants. They came in all shapes and sizes, some of them truly weird and wonderful. One large tank housed a pod-like flower that resembled an overgrown fig, only the veins that ran through the outer flesh of the plant were pulsing with vibrant blue light. In fact, many of the flowers seemed bioluminescent, brightening the room. I presumed the lighting was intentionally low, in case it interfered with these intriguing plants.

      As I took in the rest of my surroundings, my eyes fell on a book. It was on one of the worktops, off to the side, in between a large tank of clustered red flowers, which appeared to give off a mist of glowing pink seeds every few minutes, and several jars of something pickled. It was the journal I’d been looking for.

      I rushed over to it and clasped it in my hands, flicking it open to the first page. Nobody had followed me so far, but I knew it was only a matter of time before someone came looking for me. Inside the front cover, in an unbelievably neat hand, someone had written: My Journey into Neurobotany.

      “Neurobotany? What the hell is that?” I muttered, flicking to the next page.

      “It’s the study of how botanical distillations can affect the brain chemistry of different species,” a voice said behind me.

      Startled, I jumped back, dropping the journal on the desk and knocking over a jar in my hurry to get away. The glass shattered, the liquid splattering all over the floor, and the sharp scent of chemicals met my nose.

      Kaido stood in the dim light, watching me. He’d snuck in so quietly I hadn’t heard him enter, and now I didn’t know what to do.

      “You shouldn’t be in here, Riley. This is my lab,” he chided, though not unkindly.

      “Your lab? Oh, I was looking for your father… I thought I’d find him in his alchemy lab. He mentioned it to us last night.”

      Kaido frowned. “You should never go looking for my father’s lab. If he’d found you in his lab, the way I have found you here, there would have been severe punishment,” he explained. “My father does not like anyone entering his lab. I did it once when I was a child, and I never did it again.”

      “Why, what did he do to you?” I prompted, wanting to distract him from thoughts of my snooping.

      “He took down the ancestral blade of his great-grandfather and beat me with the flat of it until the hands that had done the meddling were broken, and my legs were so bruised that I was forced to sink to my knees, the way our ancestors’ enemies had in front of that blade. That was what he said to me, anyway, though I could not quite see the symbolism,” he said blankly. “I almost lost an eye when the edge of the blade caught my face, but it healed, and my body healed, and I stand before you today, warning you not to make the same error in judgment.”

      I gawked at Kaido. “He did that to you?”

      “I survived, and I continue to survive. He did what he had to do to protect his property, and I honor that still, to this day.”

      “But you’re his son!” I tried to picture this coldblood as a young, defenseless child, being beaten half to death by his father.

      Kaido shrugged. “I displeased him. It was the punishment I deserved. I am eternally in my parents’ debt, and so I take whatever penance they wish me to endure. I did so then, and I do so now.”

      “What debt? You keep mentioning it—what could you have possibly done to give them that sway over you?”

      “It is a private matter that my parents do not wish me to discuss,” he said simply. “I should clean this up before somebody gets hurt.” He moved toward the broken glass. As he started to pick up the pieces, I realized it was oddly easy to have a conversation with Kaido, even if his emotional responses were off. I didn’t feel awkward in his company, or frightened.

      “So, this is your lab?” I asked, hoping to create more of a rapport with him. After all, he seemed to tolerate me. He could easily have ratted me out to his father, but it didn’t seem like he was going to. Instead, he was letting me off the hook. That had to mean something.

      “It is.”

      “What do you do here? What are all these plants?” I continued, with genuine interest. “I really like these ones. They’re beautiful.” I pointed at a small tank with petite flowers, their petals glowing a different color every few seconds, moving from purple, to blue, to red, and back to purple again.

      He brightened instantly, dumping the broken glass in the trash. “You really want to know?”

      “Yeah, I think these flowers are stunning. In fact, that one over there reminds me of the poroporo fruit,” I said, hoping to edge my way in with some insider knowledge. Plus, I was telling the truth. The overgrown fig plant really did look like the poroporo fruit.

      “Well, that’s because it comes from the same family. It has a hypnotic effect on the mind, and, when distilled in small doses, can be used in cures for certain diseases. It can alter an individual’s brain chemistry, fixing their ailment from the root cause,” he explained, more animated than I’d ever seen him. “In fact, I am currently trying to create a serum for my mother, to bring her out of her mental unrest.”

      “That’s very noble,” I said. “How is that coming along?”

      “It is still in a very experimental phase, but I’m making progress every day.”

      With that, he took me on a whirlwind tour of his lab—some of it interesting, some of it not. I didn’t need a ten-minute explanation of what every beaker and bottle did, but I loved to hear about the different kinds of flora he had collected, and their varying needs. It was fascinating to learn what certain fruits and herbs could do to the mind, and how a fraction of a milliliter’s difference in distillation could cause a wildly different effect.

      “The sap of the sarafim cane is a particularly good example,” he said. “If you ingest the right amount, it can lead to improved mental focus and physical strength. However, if it is taken in the wrong quantity, it can kill you.”

      “Remind me never to try sarafim cane,” I joked.

      A funny look passed across Kaido’s face. “If you’d be willing, I would like to conduct experiments on you to test how certain distillations and serums affect the brain chemistry of your species.”

      “What would these tests entail?” I asked, dubious. I wasn’t about to let him try that sarafim cane on me.

      “I wire you up to this chair, which analyzes electrical pulses and maps the brain, and then you ingest small doses of certain concoctions I’ve made,” he explained. “I then give you a serum to wipe out the effects of anything I’ve given you.”

      I frowned. “Will the ‘concoctions’ hurt me?”

      “Not in the slightest. It is what intrigues me about botanicals—there is always a counterbalance in nature. I cannot give you anything I don’t have the antidote for, and I would not give you anything that might poison you,” he assured me.

      For a few minutes, I said nothing, mulling over the proposal. I knew it could be my ticket to getting favors out of Kaido, especially if I could convince him to show me where his father’s lab was. Plus, if he could show me a way out of the house, or at least cover for my absence, I could sneak away to Ianthan’s man cave and find the transmission device before anyone even knew I was gone.

      A few concoctions seemed like a small price to pay, if they weren’t going to have any lasting effects on me.

      “Sure, why not?” I said at last, much to Kaido’s delight. It was only the merest flicker of a smile, but I noticed it. “Do you want to start now?”

      Kaido looked up at the clock on the wall, his mood changing. “We’re almost late for the demonstration!”

      “Demonstration?”

      “Yes, Queen Gianne always puts on a show at this time every week,” he explained, ushering me out of the lab and back through to the main body of the house. “We should be able to see it on the big screen. This way.”

      “What kind of show?” I asked with trepidation.

      “You will see soon enough,” he replied, his voice carrying a bristle of excitement. “Ordinarily, I would be in attendance, as it is mandatory for every able-bodied Vysanthean to be present, but I was given leave to remain here this week due to my mother’s deteriorating condition. I am her primary caregiver, you see.”

      I followed him as he hurried through the house and emerged into a large living room with comfy-looking sofas and armchairs spread around in front of a large screen that had descended from the ceiling. Ronad was already sitting in one of the armchairs, looking pretty uncomfortable. A wave of relief washed over his face when he saw me standing there.

      “Where have you been? Kaido shoved me in here and told me to wait for some ‘show,’” he hissed, as I sat down in the chair beside him, looking up at the blank screen.

      “It’s a long story. I’ll explain later,” I replied, as the screen flickered to life. Kaido was on a sofa on the opposite side of the room, his eyes turned up in something close to reverence.

      “What is this?” I asked, turning to Ronad.

      He shrugged. “Beats me. I’ve never seen a public broadcast here in my life.”

      There, on the screen, stood Queen Gianne. She was on a plinth of some sort, with Jareth by her side, taking up his position as one of her advisors. To my disgust, Aurelius was also there, a huge grin on his wormy, skeletal face. It was only as the image panned back that I realized Gianne was standing on a gallows scaffold, with soldiers on their knees in front of her. Only, these weren’t her soldiers—they were wearing the silver and green of Brisha’s army.

      “People of Southern Vysanthe! A great shadow has swooped over our land, and it threatens to scourge our very existence!” Gianne bellowed, her voice echoing through the speakers. Her copper hair was plaited like a Viking shieldmaiden’s, the braids interwoven with miniature spears curved to bend around her head. They were adorned with ruby-like gems that spilled across her forehead like drops of fresh blood.

      The audience howled in response, shaking their fists in the air.

      “My sister seeks to take both sides for herself and force you all into slavery beneath her hand! She would see you suffer for standing for what you believe in—for standing behind me, your true queen! She wants to destroy the South until there is nothing left. Well, I say we send my sister a message!” she roared, and the audience roared back. “This afternoon, there will be a reckoning! I will execute these traitors before your very eyes, and we will send their heads to my sister, as payment for the lives she has taken!”

      I looked at Ronad in abject horror. “What the—”

      “All defectors will be punished in the same manner as these traitors. I will not have dissension in my ranks! If you are not for us, you are against us!” she screamed, her eyes wild.

      Armed guards marched forward at this pronouncement, while Gianne took a single step back. They wielded arched scythes and gripped the decorated handles. They seemed like ceremonial blades. I’d never seen a coldblood brandishing one before. As the camera panned closer, the blades bristled an electric shade of blue. I knew that kind of energy, and what it could do.

      Each guard took up their position behind a kneeling enemy soldier, tilting the sharp blades of the scythes so they touched the exposed neck of each one. Many of the captured soldiers lifted their heads with pride, gazing out with steady eyes, though I could see the tremble of their lips, giving away their real fear.

      “To the victory of the South!” Gianne roared.

      As the last word rang out, the armed guards lifted their scythes and brought them down again in a perfectly uniform sweep, the whisper of the blades susurrating through the air before they sliced the heads clean off the prisoners of war. The bright blue electricity that had vibrated so loudly seemed to cauterize the wounds on impact, ensuring no blood spurted out to mar Gianne’s clean gallows.

      My hands flew to my mouth in horror as I watched the heads roll. A moment later, the guards picked up each one and dipped them in a bucket of amber liquid beside the gallows. The rest of the coldbloods’ bodies were beginning to blacken, and I knew they would soon turn to ash. The heads, however, were a different story. Whatever the guards had dipped them in, it had prevented the flesh from disintegrating. And now, they were raising each one to the audience, who bellowed their approval.

      I felt sick, my stomach churning. Each face wore a different, frozen death mask. Some were terrified, some were stoic, some were crying, and all were dripping with a syrupy, amber substance.

      Jareth was right—Queen Gianne really was unstable. In fact, she seemed to be descending rapidly into all-out insanity.

      “Did you say this happens every week?” I rasped, my throat tight with shock.

      Kaido nodded. “It is essential to ensure the nation remains loyal. There can be no dissension in the ranks, as she said.”

      I wanted to shake him by the shoulders and make him see the truth of what was happening, but I’d heard the roar of the audience and knew it was hopeless. Gianne had already brainwashed her people, though I had a feeling it was more through fear than anything else.

      If this was how she was treating traitors, I really doubted she’d take kindly to my return, especially if I was caught trying to contact Navan in the North. I doubted Queen Gianne even remembered her promise to pardon Navan. Now, more than ever, she would simply see him as a defector.

      I couldn’t believe the Vysanthe I’d returned to. A planet truly torn in half. Where before there had been a fragile peace, with two sisters teetering on the edge of an uneasy truce, now there was nothing but the terrifying reality of war.

      And here I was, stuck in the middle of it all.
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