
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


LOST IN THE LIGHT


[image: ]


Trigger Warnings can be found on my website at www.jayjaykang.com/lost-in-the-light

You can also find maps of the world to reference at this site!


LOST IN THE LIGHT by J.J. Kang

Copyright © 2024 by J.J. Kang

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact 1000 Cranes Press.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

ISBN-13: 979-8-9904829-1-3

Book Cover by Asterielly Designs [www.asteriellydesigns.com]

Interior Formatting by Mariska Maas – Rubre Art [www.rubreart.com]

Developmental Edits by The Plottery [www.the-plottery.com]

Line Edits by Earley Editing [www.earleyediting.com]

1000 CRANES PRESS

www.jayjaykang.com

First Edition 2024


To my seventh-grade self,

we made it.
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- ONE -

By no means was I a stranger to being punched in the face.

The taste of blood on my tongue was almost a comfort—a familiarity my body knew what to do with. A fight required no forethought from me. After years of attracting trouble wherever I went, it was instinctual. The metallic tang triggered my arm to swing out until my knuckles met the jaw of the man who started it all.

That was the only surprise. I hadn’t been the one to start the fight. Granted, I opened my mouth and compared the so-called god this man worshiped to a nether junkie. With a name like Derrik, the comparison had to be made. Derrik was not a name befitting a god. It conjured the exact opposite imagery. Not gilded armor and halos painted in a mural to be admired, but the purple glow of a drug burning through the veins of someone to be avoided.

So, yes, my words had unsurprisingly gotten me in trouble, but I didn’t throw the first punch. A detail I’d cling to when I was eventually scolded for this whole mess.

The potbellied man struggled to rise as he held the side of his face. He wore a look on his ruddy features– mingled with his burning anger– that hinted he wasn’t used to getting punched. His gasping, heaving breaths and the sweat pouring down his face led me to believe he wasn’t the kind used to doing anything at all.

“Would you calm down?” I scoffed.

The man, twice my height and width, lunged again, but his movements were sloppy. I heaved a sigh, ducked under his arm, and swept his legs out from under him. He hit the ground hard enough to rattle loose the metal plating that made up the floor. The vibrations should have been concerning since we were three stories up on a platform jutting out from the wall, but I, like every other citizen who called the Port of Acheron home, had gotten good at ignoring that kind of thing. When everything surrounding a person was in various degrees of disrepair, a loose plate lost its ability to induce anxiety.

He began to push himself back up, but I pressed my boot to his back and grasped his arm to twist behind him. In response, he went limp with a cry of pain.

“I asked you to calm down. Pretty nicely too, all things considered,” I said. A bout of confidence must have overwhelmed him, as he tried to shake me off. I snickered, grin widening, and twisted his arm further until he howled and went limp again. “Gonna play nice?”

“You carbon scraper!” he hissed. Another insult began to spill from his lips, but a quick twist of his arm had his words changing course. “I concede! I concede!”

I stepped back and mockingly held my hands up in a gesture of peace. “See?” I shrugged. “Was that so hard?” The man didn’t reply. He only rolled onto his back, enraged and panting. I brushed the dust from my jacket, and glanced around until I spotted the woman who had been knocked over at the start of the fight.

The platform spanned the length of the wall, longer than it was wide, with only one entrance and exit in the form of a winding metal staircase. The wall had three murals, an altar under each, and they were as old as Acheron itself. I had been near the center when I spotted the potbellied man harassing the woman as she attempted to approach one of the altars. Unable to leave well enough alone, I interceded.

The entirety of the crowd, fifteen heads thick at least, had overtaken the woman in their eagerness to witness a fight. Now that the excitement had passed, most drifted away.

“Kark. I’m so sorry.” I cursed and reached out to offer her a hand. She wore hand-me-downs that had seen better days. A common theme in these parts. It was entirely normal for a person to wear an outfit until it fell off in tatters. Hells, the pants I wore were probably decades older than me. “Are you all right?”

She placed her trembling hand in mine, and I lifted her. The ratty, blue shawl around her head and shoulders slipped enough to reveal newly healed burns along the pale skin of her neck. She quickly covered herself.

I repeated myself, “Are you okay?”

“I am. Thank you.” Her voice was a faint whisper.

“Talk about an overreaction, huh?” I pointed a thumb over my shoulder with a smile that I hoped would put the woman at ease.

“You—” The man finally staggered to his feet. “You besmirched the name of Ascendant Russell!” A few others tried to steady him, but he brushed them off with a grunt. He stumbled forward, pointing at me in disdain. “He is a god—”

“Hardly.” I rolled my eyes. “Ascendants are just Yarians who are annoyingly resilient.” The correct term for the supposed gods was technically “immortal”, but that word tasted poorly on my tongue. Ascendants were chosen by a higher being to protect the system from darkness and evil. At least, that was the party line. The rising tension was a sign that another fight would break out if I didn’t tread carefully. “Look, she just wanted to approach your dumb altar. If you had let her, I never would’ve besmirched anything.” The man was still spitting mad, and I sidestepped to stand in front of the woman. A precaution born of paranoia. “Besides,” I crossed my arms, “It’s hardly my fault you guys chose to worship a guy named Derrik. I mean, come on. That’s begging to be mocked.”

The outright glares and skeptical glances made it clear that I was at best unconvincing and at worst toeing a dangerous line.

“What is the meaning of this?”

I groaned in disappointed recognition. Rozick. Nobody else on Acheron had a voice quite as grating. The sound of it alone was bad, but the poisonous words he spewed were even worse. Nothing got under my skin quicker.

Rozick had reached the top of the stairs and glided across the platform toward the scene. His dark purple, hooded robe was ornate, elegant, and made of thick, well-woven material. It was one of many things that set him apart from everyone else. Half the people surrounding him had never touched such rich material let alone worn it. It covered every inch of his skin below his neck. He wore a blank, white helmet on his head to hide the rest of his appearance. Rozick was cold, stiff, and featureless just as an acolyte of Aether’s Light was supposed to be.

Everyone in the vicinity took a knee as the acolyte passed them. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the woman behind me dropped with her head bowed low. With a grumble, I uncrossed my arms and shoved my hands into my jacket pockets. The law dictated that I was not allowed to physically harm this man, but it said nothing about respecting him.

“Arienna Barlow.” He hummed. His helmet gave his already annoying voice a mechanical undertone. “I should’ve known you would be at the epicenter of this distress.”

“It’s Ari.” I corrected. “As often as our run-ins are, Rozick, you think you’d remember.”

Rozick stiffened. The frail man always had the same predictable reaction to my omission of his title. Acolytes were governing priests of Aether’s Light. It was a religion of acceptance and forgiveness with roots that traced back to the Inner Orbit capital world of Illyarium. Being that the heavily religious world held the claim of “most widespread presence in all of the Meridian System,” there was no corner of space where the robed parasites didn’t exist. Acolytes were as plentiful as the stars, and, like a plague, they left no civilization untouched.

Acolytes demanded respect and authority in their crusade to spread the name of their beloved Aether and his Ascendants. I always found irony in the existence of acolytes. Their sermons centered on peace, love, and kindness, but the ones I’ve met only showcased judgment, disdain, and greed. It was why they hovered around sites of worship like this. It was a feeding ground of people looking for some semblance of hope. Acolytes recognized that in the faith of the masses, hope could be monetized.

“Do I even want to know what you have done this time?”

“Hmm, probably not.”

The Port of Acheron had five acolytes in total, but I was only on a first-name basis with Rozick. Grievances with acolytes aside, my problem with this man was personal. We had a long history of aggravating one another. I couldn’t stand his pretentious, narcissistic tendencies, and, according to Rozick, I was a “feral blight to society for which the depths of all hells would be far too kind a fate”—or something like that.

“Do you require another lesson?”

“If you start a sermon, you pompous windbag,” I pointed at him, “I swear to Aether—”

“You dare take his name in vain? The god of creation and light?” Rozick gasped. I rolled my eyes. The platform’s crowd, distracted from their prayers and worship, watched our interaction with rapt attention.

“Yeah, something tells me if Aether is out there keeping watch, he won’t care so much about me using his name.” I snorted. Followers of Aether’s Light believed the universe was born from the power of two deities—a god of light and a goddess of dark. They also believed the universe would’ve come to an end if it were not for the love Aether had for creation. Maybe it was true, maybe it wasn’t. I didn’t know. In all honesty, I didn’t feel strongly on the belief of Aether. All I knew was the condescension Rozick and his fellow acolytes showed immediately put me up in arms.

I opened my mouth, to begin the tirade I had clinging to the tip of my tongue, but froze when a hand brushed against the back of my calf. A reminder of why I was here. With a heavy sigh, I swallowed my pride. “Look, Acolyte Rozick,” the man preened at his title, and I felt ill at having said it, “I’m not here to pick a fight. Not today. I only stepped in because those men wouldn’t let this woman approach the altar.”

Rozick glanced at the men in question, and they all averted their gazes in response. He turned back and motioned for the woman to rise. “Come here, my child.” Hesitantly, she stood and shuffled forward. “Why do you wish to approach the altar of the great Ascendant Russell?”

“Sir, I—I meant no trouble.” She wrung her hands as she spoke. “I hoped—I prayed—that I could perhaps… take—”

“Take?” Rozick interrupted with a haughty laugh. “You wish to take from the sacred altar?”

People murmured. I narrowed my eyes at Rozick’s tone. All three Ascendant altars were covered in offerings of small handmade gifts, letters, and shockingly, stacks of credits. It was well known that Acheron was a dangerous port filled with bounty hunters, mercenaries, and criminals of all degrees. Yet, the credits laid on the altar with love and faith were never taken by anyone but the collecting acolyte. Citizens of my home had the “stab first, ask questions never” mindset, but stealing from an Ascendant altar was too wicked even for them.

“Last month, the fire in the West Wing took my family and home from me,” the woman murmured in pain. I grimaced in understanding. That explained the scars on her neck. Random, devastating fires were just one of the many risks of living here. The Port of Acheron was a congregation of ships and satellites, orbiting a long-dead planet, held together by shoddy welding and willpower. “I lost them. I—” her voice cracked, “my son. He left his toy on that altar and I…”

Derrik Russell’s mural was always the most popular, and his overflowing altar was proof of it. At the corner of it, I spotted the toy she spoke of. A stuffed cloth wolf. The soft toy had been well loved and held dear based on its weary state.

“That is all that is left of him. Everything else is gone.” She fell to her knees again and pleaded with clasped hands. “Please. Please, sir. If I could just take it back, I would be eternally grateful.”

Rozick settled a gloved hand on her shoulder. He sighed, “I empathize with your troubles, but you must understand the view of your peers.” My nails dug into the skin of my palms as the familiar taste of anger rose in my throat. I had dealt with this bastard long enough to recognize the direction this was moving in. “They kept you from approaching the altar for your own sake, to keep you from temptation and to prevent you from committing such an egregious sin.” Rozick removed his hand and then held it out to her. “I cannot allow you access, but if you provide an offering I can gift you a prayer of healing.”

“You greedy bastard,” I snapped. Rozick shoved past the woman. I didn’t flinch at his aggravated gait. “All she wants is a physical memory of her son, and you can’t even allow that?”

“It is a sin to touch the altar.” Rozick hissed.

“You acolytes touch it all the time! Every week you take the credits stacked there.”

“That is different.”

“Why? Because you benefit from that?”

Rozick let out a laugh, louder than I knew he could sound, and lifted his hands out for everyone on the platform to stand. Rozick motioned back to the tall, painted murals. “Beg for forgiveness, Arienna. Bend your knee at the foot of a mural and pray to the Ascendant represented there that you might one day open your eyes and see the light. Cast aside your blasphemous ways!”

“I don’t bow to anyone,” I replied. “And you won’t find me praying to a fake god.”

“Fake?” Rozick bellowed. He laughed again. I found I hated that sound worse than when he just hissed or whispered his poison. “Enlighten me, Arienna. How are our magnificent, merciful Ascendants ‘fake’?”

I pointed at the closet mural of Derrik. “They’re Yarians, just like you and I, but they got picked out of a crowd by a bloated political figure. They were born like us, they eat, and sleep like us, they—”

“They do not bleed. They do not die,” Rozick interrupted. “We were all created equal in the beginning, but Ascendants were chosen for more. Aether speaks to the Curator who then lifts the mortal destined for greatness into the light. Ascendants are filled with the remnants of Aether! They were found and blessed with the responsibility of protecting our system from the darkness of Erebus.”

The Ascendants were very real in the context of their existence. Yarian men and women who were hand-picked to go through a mysterious Ascension ritual that blessed them with the inability to die— permanently, at least. Any attempt on their life would put them down for mere moments before they rose again as if nothing happened.

Death was nothing but an inconvenience for them.

Still, immortal or not, they weren’t worth the pomp and circumstance the system gave them. The Ascendants were not omniscient. It wasn’t as if they heard these prayers whispered at the edge of the system or knew of the people who bowed at their murals. They were endowed with a power that lesser men would kill for, a power no person should have access to in my opinion, but they were not gods. I didn’t care if they could not bleed. I didn’t care that they could not die. I refused to acknowledge them as anything more than what they truly were.

Religious figureheads used to placate the masses.

“Ascendants are not gods,” I spat. In the distance, a familiar disapproving voice was calling my name. I should’ve borrowed an ounce of faith from those around me and taken it as a sign from Aether himself that I should leave. Arguing with an acolyte was a waste of breath. If I were smart, I’d turn and make my exit before my temper got the best of me.

I was not smart.

“They’re not!” I gave the watching crowd a firm look as I spoke my next words to them. “What have they done to be worthy of all this praise and adoration? Exist? That’s hardly a reason.”

“Do not pay any mind to the misinformed words of this petulant child, my flock.” I bristled at his words. “She is blind to the truth.”

The woman, still a few steps from me, collapsed. Her hands covered her face and her body shook with quiet sobs. A bad idea flitted through my mind, and I didn’t bother fleshing out the possible consequences. Decision made, I marched forward with sure and steady steps. I went past the mourning mother, past the lecturing acolyte, past the ruddy-faced man, and right up to the altar of Derrik Russell.

I stared up at the Ascendant depicted on the metal wall. The Ascendants were not a stagnant grouping. Every decade, Ascendants retired and new Yarians were chosen in their stead. Hundreds were in commission, but only a handful were household names. I was certain there wasn’t a soul in the system who hadn’t heard the name Derrik Russell. Whether they were a follower of Aether’s Light or not.

Despite the mural’s age, the image depicted in paint remained in one piece. Only partially faded from time—a testament to the artist’s talent. Derrik Russell’s navy armor was impressive. Beautifully elegant and bold in sharp lines and gold accents. The Ascendant’s tan skin was flawless, his jawline clean, and not a strand of his chestnut hair was out of place. Behind his head was a glowing halo painted in shades of silver and white that shimmered and radiated outward to the rest of the mural’s starry sky backdrop. His stance was one of a warrior, a gloved hand resting on the hilt of his well-crafted sword, and his neutral features were meant to convey confidence. My attention lingered on his eyes. Bright green in color, but boring and lifeless.

I smirked at the image then picked up the toy wolf. Rozick yelled, his words came an unintelligible jumble. I scooped up a vibrant blue token from the stack of credits. Just for good measure. The strangled sound that came from Rozick was comical. I offered the mural a mocking salute and left the altar.

The others on the platform had gone back to what they were doing or fled the scene I caused. As if just by watching my actions, they’d be guilty of committing the sin as well. Not breaking my glare from the simmering acolyte, I stalked over and knelt in front of the mother.

“Here,” I whispered and pushed the wolf into her hands. Her fingers clutched around the item, and the second they dug into the soft cloth she burst into more tears. I helped her stand for the second time. “You should get out of here.”

“Thank you. Thank you,” she sobbed before rushing away.

“You insolent, blasphemous, little bug. You are a troublesome waste of carbon,” Rozick spat. “You’ve gone too far. You are unworthy to even look upon the murals, yet you dare to take from the altar? You are vile, disgusting, and those hands of yours are cursed.”

The thought occurred to me that he’d have a hard time hurling his insults if I shattered his white helmet and knocked his teeth down his throat. My hand twitched. The craving for violence as a means to an end grew in my chest. That same disapproving voice called out once more. My entire body, tense with rage only seconds ago, relaxed.

I took a measured step toward the acolyte who stumbled back at my motion. His venomous voice lost some of its steam, and I swallowed my urge for violence to instead shoot him a broad smile. Not one born of kindness or greeting, but one meant as a threat.

“Next time you try to preach to me, I’ll crush the altar under my boot.” Rozick gasped once more. I flipped the token into the air and caught it. “See you around, Rozick.”
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- TWO -

Nobody was foolish enough to follow me. The mouth of the platform’s exit sat in the corner and emptied onto the Atrium floor. Of all the rooms strung together to make this port, the Atrium was the largest and nicest portion of it. A bustling market existed in the space, and it acted as the heart of Acheron. The entire ceiling was made of thick glass allowing a view of either an endless sea of stars or the horizon of the dead planet it orbited. Today, the glass faced out into the empty, deepness of Wild Space. I always preferred that view in comparison to the dark gray and muted view of Diomedes.

Standing at the stairs, far enough away to not be considered part of the trouble I caused, was the tall and ever-brooding Kennex Hall. His arms were crossed over his broad chest and he wore the fur-lined, leather jacket I gifted him years ago. Everything about Kennex, from the downward tilt of his lips to his perpetually furrowed brow, seemed intimidating. He was the kind of figure a person naturally thought to avoid, but I found comfort in every aspect of him. I knew his soul was as soft as the black curls atop his head. There was warmth in the equally dark eyes that currently stared at me in exasperation.

“Have you ever considered not antagonizing more people into wanting you dead?” he asked.

“It never occurred to me, no.”

When I was in reach, Kennex’s rough hand cupped my face. He carefully turned my head to examine the side of my injury. His thumb brushed against the bridge of my nose. Sore, but not broken.

Kennex hummed in thought. “I only saw you arguing with Rozick, but I assume the redness here means you got into a fight before I showed up.” As he studied my injuries, I focused on his. There was a fading bruise painted across the high arch of his right cheekbone. His bronze skin was marred with yellow and green discolorations. I chuckled. Kennex always fussed over me, but he also could not keep his skin clean of battles. “Doesn’t look too bad. Your eye’s gonna bruise though.”

“You should see the other guy,” I replied cheekily. Kennex responded by pressing the pad of his thumb against the tender bridge of my nose. I yelped, more in surprise than pain, and slapped his hands away with a pout. His frown broke in amusement. “Screwhead.”

“Can’t go a single day without causing trouble.”

“Hey,” I grinned, “I don’t criticize your hobbies, leave mine alone.”

Kennex began to journey down the flight of grate stairs and I followed in comfortable silence. The list of people I trusted was a torn shard of paper with Kennex’s name scribbled on it. Allies were hard to come by in Outer Orbit. It couldn’t be helped. It was just the climate of these parts. This deep in the system, loyalty had a bad habit of getting people killed. The only exception I found was Kennex. The loyalty we shared was as easy as breathing and it saved my skin countless times. I chalked it up to our shared history and experiences.

The Port of Acheron was established by Illyarium centuries ago as a travel port, but when the capital world realized it wasn’t worth the cost of upkeep they decided it better to abandon the port and allow it to die. That said, the people here refused to let it. Acheron grew as it added more crafts to its collection. Its history gave the port a reputation of being a place where lost items ended up. Just like the broken satellites and worn-out ships, Kennex and I had been lost and collected as well.

Neither of us was born in Acheron. We, like many others, just ended up here. If I had any semblance of faith, I’d say it was by Aether’s will that Kennex came into my life. We had both been at our lowest points when our lives intertwined. Kennex had been an eleven-year-old whose mother had tried to gut him while high on nether, and I had been a twelve-year-old whose life had crumbled to ash. Both of us, broken and unwanted children found and kept by the monster that ruled Acheron.

“Here.” I fished the metal hexagon from my jacket pocket to hold out to him. One side of the coin had lost its blue coloring in scuff marks.

Kennex jogged down the last few steps onto the Atrium floor away from my hand as if it were a creature attempting to bite him. I shot him a skeptical look that he grumbled at. “Hells no. I watched you take that from the altar.”

“So?” I scoffed. “I promise Derrik Russell won’t care, Kennex.”

“It’s bad luck, Ari. There’s a reason those credits go untouched. You need to get rid of it.”

“I plan to,” I countered with a grin. “Tonight, at the Barrel, I am going to hand Trig the token and she will hand me a drink.” Kennex rolled his eyes. I shoved the credit back into my pocket then bumped my hip against his as we walked. “I never had you pegged as superstitious.” As the words left my lips, another example came to mind, and I held a finger up. “Never mind. That’s not true. You do that weird thing where your hands have to be taped an even number of times before a job or fight.”

Kennex shook his head, “That isn’t a superstition. Sixteen wraps around each hand is the most stable coverage for protection.”

“Aether forbid you only wrap one hand fifteen times.”

“This is why your knuckles look like scrap and mine don’t.”

I lifted my hands to examine them. The tan skin there was painted in shades of red and purple from bruising of various stages. Admittedly, they didn’t look great. They never did. I had serious doubts it was due to the number of times I wrapped my hands though. Usually, it was because I managed to get myself into tussles before finding the time to wrap them at all. I shoved my hands back into my pockets and mocked Kennex’s words under my breath, making him chuckle.

The Atrium’s market was filled with life. Due to the limited space available, tables and stands were set up in haphazard rows side by side. They were nearly stacked atop one another. The vendors were constantly yelling out prices and trade deals in voices that never seemed to tire or crack. Arguments and haggling filled the air just as the smell of cooking meat, rich spice, and acidic burning nether did. The boisterous sounds and unharmonious smells should have been overwhelming, but I found myself smiling as the environment enveloped us like a warm hug. This was home. Sketchy and broken, but home, nonetheless.

There was something about the glowing, string lights and lanterns draped overhead from stand to stand, beaming down on the colorful array of canvases housing the tables, that instilled a sense of peace and belonging. Acheron was the furthest established settlement in the Meridian System a person could go without falling into Wild Space. The furthest populated point away from Sol for a person to stand, yet this small market radiated a warmth like no star could.

Kennex and I cut through the crowds in a path that was second nature to us. Voices called out, both as greetings and as attempts to buy goods, and I took the time to respond to them. Acheron was often busy with travelers which left it crowded, but the community itself was a small one. The faces we passed were ones I had seen throughout my lifetime.

As we reached the other side, clear of the bright and noisy market, we made our way to the Atrium’s exit. The large room emptied into Five Points, a circular space that branched off into five different halls that led to other sections of the port. Two led to housing sections, the West and East Wing, one led back to the Atrium, and the last two led to the more public spaces of Acheron. To the south, was the hangar where ships entered and docked. It was also where the Pit, an illegal fighting ring where a person could earn credits by shedding blood, could be found. Kennex and I spent a solid portion of our youth there.

We took the hall to the north, a quieter portion of the port. It was home to a few established shops. The medbay could be found here along with the School, Reserve, and my favorite watering hole— The Barrel. There were arguably better places to find a drink in Acheron, but I was a creature of habit and this was where Kennex and I chose to loiter.

Kennex walked through the sliding doors that had been permanently broken open, and I entered a step after him. The second my feet crossed the threshold, I ducked a flying projectile. The object hit the wall beside me, shattering in a plume of glass and what smelled like liquor. I was painfully aware that I tended to make just as many enemies as I did acquaintances, probably more of the former than the latter, but getting a bottle thrown at my head seemed a bit much.

“You got some nerve walking in here, you idiot,” Trig, the bartender and bottle thrower, growled in my general direction. Trig’s red eyebrows furrowed into an uncharacteristic glare. The silver accessories decorating her thick, fiery braided hair shook and jangled as she wiped the metal bar top. Kennex wandered to the bar, nonplussed by the situation, and sat at his usual spot.

“Awe,” I cooed, not allowing Trig’s annoyance to break my stride, “I missed you too.”

“That bottle is going on your tab.”

“Okay, that hardly seems fair,” I argued. Trig wandered away and I dropped into the seat by Kennex. The wall behind the bar was covered in shelves lined with bottles of liquor from all over the system. A light was built into the wall itself, shining through the various bottles casting different colors out into the room. I leaned toward Kennex and whispered. “Why is she angry at me this time?”

“Yersinia.” Kennex replied. That was the job right before the one we just returned from. A week ago, at most. I stared at my partner in confusion. The issue did not come to mind. Finally, Kennex sighed and clarified, “You nearly died, remember?”

Recollection hit me, and I scoffed, “Oh. Pfft, barely.” A bounty hunter almost got a lucky shot and took my head off, but I had been luckier, and his plasma rifle jammed. “That’s seriously why she—”

“You nearly get shot in the face and I hear this second hand? You idiot!” Trig came back with an aged bottle of my favorite drink. A dark liquor made in the bowels of Acheron that resembled plasma runoff or engine fuel. Admittedly, it was an acquired taste. She slammed two glasses on the counter. The crisscrossing, empty circles decorating Trig’s bare arms were swirling rapidly to match her anger. The light green coloring of her tattoos seemed luminescent in comparison to her brown skin. “You didn’t think to come tell me you weren’t dead or dying?” Kennex opened his mouth, but Trig pointed the bottle at him, shutting him up. “You don’t start. You’re on thin ice too.”

I gave the cheesiest smile I could muster. “What if I said I brought you back a souvenir?”

“Did you?” Trig asked while pouring Acheron liquor into each glass.

“Well, no, but next time—”

“You idiot.” Trig snapped once more before pushing the glasses toward us. She slammed the bottle down.

I picked up the glass and lifted a finger to point at her. “That’s the third time you’ve called me an idiot in the last two minutes and, I’m not gonna lie, it’s starting to hurt my feelings.”

“Idiot.”

“Fourth.”

Trig shook her head and I set the token from my pocket on the bar in front of her as a peace offering. With a disgruntled sigh, Trig scooped up the token and walked away to serve other customers.

Kennex called out, “She stole that off an altar.”

Seconds later the token bounced off the side of my head falling into my drink. I rubbed at the spot and glared at Kennex. After picking it out from my glass, I took a solid sip and then nodded toward him. “I’m sick of you both, you know that?”

Kennex’s lips turned up into a grin, the kind that lit up his entire face, and I chuckled. We settled in our usual seats and reveled in our routine.
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- THREE -

The Barrel wasn’t very spacious. It must have been an emergency raft based on the warning signs and instructions drilled into the walls, but that purpose had been refitted ages ago. That’s really all Acheron was—parts built for one task and repurposed for another.

Makeshift and unmatched tables littered the floor where the bar was not. The Barrel was filled with familiar faces. The strangers were of a questionable variety. The criminal kingpin, a beast of a man named Recluse, had shaped the port in his image and it showed in the travelers it attracted. I couldn’t speak much to those kinds of people considering Kennex and I were equally as questionable. Recluse paid our measly paychecks.

A bounty hunter, holed up in the corner drinking, held my attention. The Hunting Guild had made a deal with Recluse to establish a presence in Acheron. Recluse allowed them to pass out bounties with the stipulation that none were on his employees. Along with that, Acheron was considered a neutral zone. No hunter could arrest someone here without evoking the potential wrath of Recluse, and there wasn’t a bounty in the entire system worth that kind of trouble.

This bounty hunter looked to be under the Darkgarde sect. I recognized the ring of interlocking circles carved into the hunter’s metal breastplate. The only hunters worth remembering were the infamous ones. Hunters from sects known for their talent and reputation like XXVI or The Watch. No hunter from Darkgarde was notable enough for the sect to take up space in my mind, and the only reason for my recognition was Kennex and I’s recent, unpleasant, brush with them.

Under my stare, the four, beady eyes of the Ugarnian bounty hunter narrowed, and his reptilian features twisted into a snarl. He spat out a word in his native language, a clicking sound when his upper and lower fangs tapped against one another, and I had to assume it was derogatory based on the tone. I flipped him off— thumb held between my index and middle finger in a fist with a twisting of the wrist. Regardless of the spoken language, it was the universal sign. The scaled bounty hunter choked in anger and jumped up from his seat. I grinned victoriously, but the excitement of a possible fight simmered when a fellow hunter near him shoved the Ugarnian back into his seat. The two argued. The smarter hunter keeping the irritated one at bay. I watched until a large hand dropped on my head and spun me around.

“What did I say about aggravating people?” Kennex asked.

“To not to.” The hunter’s glare burned into my back, but it was hardly concerning. If he did decide to take the bait and start a fight, I had the home field advantage. “It’s just so easy. I can’t resist.”

Trig scoffed as she passed to serve a different customer, “It’s not easy, you’re just especially talented at it.”

“She keeps this up and I’m not tipping her,” I announced. Trig shot me the same sign with her hand that I had just given the bounty hunter.

“You’re too broke to tip anybody anything.” Kennex chuckled behind the rim of his glass. I scoffed but had no counterargument. “Speaking of being broke.” Kennex motioned toward my left arm. I lifted the covered arm in question. My bomber jacket was gifted to me by Kennex. He joked that he chose it because the maroon coloring of the canvas material would hide any blood stains I collected during my extracurriculars. However, I knew he’d picked it out because the inner layer was lined with lightweight, protective metal plates that could be magnetized at the push of a button. A feature that came in handy more often than I thought it would.

Not pleased with my lack of action, Kennex pushed my sleeve up to uncover the customized vambrace I wore there. “Oh,” I snorted. “If you wanted to see my vambrace, why didn’t you just ask?”

“I did.”

“No, you vaguely pointed to my sleeve.”

“Why would I want to see your sleeve?” Kennex replied and I shrugged. The black metal was aged, the paint chipped, and the glass panel nestled into the vambrace was cracked. “You need a new one. This is getting old and unreliable.”

“I prefer to call it ‘experienced’ and ‘erratic.’ Just like me.” The deadpan stare told me I wasn’t winning him over. “Fine. It’s busted. But, as you just pointed out, I’m broke. My options are limited.”

Kennex twisted his lips in annoyance at the fact. We shared nearly everything, including credits, which meant that teasing me about being broke was just a reflection of himself.

“Limited or not, we gotta do something. Yesterday, your communicator kept cutting in and out.”

“That was only toward the end,” I argued. “If I keep it charged up there’s no issue.”

“We’re never lucky enough to keep it charged.”

“Uh”—I raised an eyebrow at him—“speak for yourself. I’m the ‘Lucky Fox’, not the ‘Unlucky Fox,’ thank you very much.”

Kennex shook his head with a chortle. I crossed my arms on the bar top while staring at him. I knew he was already mentally mapping out a way to afford a new vambrace for me. My setup was always the most expensive because it housed a communicator along with plasma shield programming.

If he even attempted to forgo food again to save credits, I was going to wrap my hands sixteen times each, as he obsessively did, and beat the scrap out of him.

“We’ll figure something out,” Kennex hummed.

I was confident I didn’t deserve the love Kennex showered me with, but I was eternally grateful the man was foolish enough to put up with me for this long. “I’ll be fine, Kennex. You worry too much.”

“You worry too little,” He argued.

I chuckled at the accurate assessment. Kennex and I made the perfect team for a number of reasons. It all boiled down to this—we were opposites. He was stoic and serious. I was loud and casual. He worried too much, and I too little. He relied on logic, and I on instinct. It was all about balance. He was the brains, and I was the heart. Kennex was the only person I trusted more than myself. He could make the logical decisions that my temper blinded me from, and I could make the instinctual calls that his analytical nature kept him from feeling.

“Worst-case scenario,” I said as I slipped my thumb under the chain around my neck to pull the necklace out from under my shirt, “I can pawn this off.” The gold, circular charm hanging from the end of the chain had an imprint of my surname in the glyphs of ancient Illyarian. I wasn’t fluent in the language, most people weren’t anymore, but I had been told what it stood for. “It should cover a new vambrace plus more.”

“You’re not selling your necklace,” Kennex stated without hesitation.

“I’m just saying if we get desperate–”

“No.” Kennex pinched the charm and tucked it back under the collar of my shirt. He shook his head. “And don’t even try to tell me it’s not a big deal. This argument is over.”

I rolled my eyes. The necklace had been a gift from my father a lifetime ago but trading it for working gear would be well worth it.

Trig wandered over, and I tapped the rim of my glass with a grin. As the woman poured another drink, I reached for my pocket.

Trig shot me a glare. “If you set that damned token on my counter, I’ll kick you out.” I grumbled and added the drink on Kennex and I’s ever-growing tab. “You haven’t told me why you stole it off the altar yet, idiot.”

“So, we’re back to the idiot thing?” I replied. Trig gave me a dry look, and I shrugged. “I don’t know. It seemed fun. You know I like to piss off Rozick.” I motioned toward Kennex with my glass and the liquor sloshed. “Plus, Kennex abandoned me, so I had to occupy my time with something.”

“I didn’t abandon you. I just ran to The School to drop off our dues.” Kennex snorted before slowly sipping his drink. The School was aptly named, but other than being the center of education for all Acheron children it was also the home for any child who didn’t have an actual home when classes ended. The caretakers did right by Kennex and me. The best they could, at least. Aether knew we didn’t make it easy. Regardless of our lack of funds, we always shared a portion with The School. “I said I’d be right back. You’re the one who wandered away.”

Trig grabbed the rag hanging off her shoulder to wipe down a small spill two stools down. Replacing the person’s drink, she called out, “Why do you hang out up there anyway, Ari? You hate Aether—”

“I don’t hate Aether.” I interrupted the claim. “I hate that Rozick and his merry band of screwheads use Aether to take advantage of people. As if that gaudy purple robe gives them the right.”

“The question remains. You’d avoid it altogether if you just stayed away from the murals.”

Trig was right. The time I spent on the mural platform, if measured, was a bit absurd.

Before a quip could leave my lips, Kennex chimed in, “She likes the view. For some Aether forsaken reason, Ari enjoys heights, and the platform is the highest point a person can stand without risking a spacewalk.”

I always felt clear-minded when I had a view below me. There was something about being high above everything that felt cleansing. The place I called home was a tight fit. Crowding people, closing walls. The mural platform was open, and it was the least violent way to free my mind of the static that collected in moments of stillness. It wasn’t something I ever spoke to Kennex about, but he understood. I smiled at the comfort of being known.

“Plus, she has the bonus of being able to protect anyone she feels is getting taken advantage of by the acolytes.”

My smile morphed into an annoyed glare. “It has nothing to do with that. I just like the view.”

“Aw, Ari is a closet hero.” Trig teased before walking away.

“I am not! I’m—” When she was out of earshot, I turned to Kennex with a frown. “You ruined a perfectly good moment.”

Kennex smirked. “What? Don’t want people to find out you’re secretly a good person?”

“That’s—You’re—Shut up,” I countered, eloquent as always. Kennex chuckled in response. “Today was a one-time thing.”

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but that ‘one-time thing’ happens regularly,” he argued. I rolled my eyes at his insinuation, as if it was my fault Rozick and the other acolytes spent all their free time bullying people. Someone needed to do something. I certainly enjoyed ruining Rozick’s day—to the degree that a person could hardly consider it a kindness on my part. “Don’t worry too much about it, Ari. The secret of you being a good person isn’t all too much of a secret.”

The tips of my ears burned, and I brought the glass Trig had just refilled to my lips. Kennex had a bad habit of seeing the good in everyone. People assumed, based on his intimidating exterior, that he was cynical, but they couldn’t be more wrong. Kennex was always optimistic about the amount of good a person had in their soul, and he was at his most delusional when examining my own.

My vambrace beeped. I set down the glass and tried to read who the incoming call was from. The screen was unresponsive and on the fifth, rather violent, tap, it shorted out with a glitch. The beeping continued but warped and slowed.

I glanced up at Kennex who was already staring at me with a smug look. I mumbled, “That proves nothing.” When the glitching stopped, a familiar string of data filled the screen. I narrowed my eyes at the comm link in confusion. “What could Recluse want right now?”

Kennex stiffened in his seat. “We just finished a job. It can’t be a new one.” I shrugged and made a move to answer it, but Kennex shook his head. “Don’t pick up.”

“Do you know how pissed he’d be if I ignore his call?”

Kennex sighed in defeat. I tapped the cracked screen, sending the call to my helmet’s anchor piece hooked around my right ear. Recluse’s deep voice crackled over the line, anger already present, “Where are you?”

“Hmm?” I twisted my lips, unable to resist. “I’m sorry. Who is this?”

Recluse barked curses. I flinched at the volume. That same look of exasperation covered Kennex’s features, but this time there was real fear in the wrinkle between his furrowed brows. I gave him a sheepish smile and he scoffed. “You don’t wanna piss him off by ignoring his call, but mouthing off to him is okay?”

“He was already in a bad mood. There’s no salvaging that,” I whispered. Recluse was still yelling over the line in angry grunts in the clipped sounds of his native tongue. “I was just joking, Recluse.” I tried to cut in and interrupt his rant. “I always recognize your kind and caring voice.”

“If you were not so talented, I would have killed you by now.”

“Shame.”

He barked out more words before slipping back into Illyarian. “Do not push your luck, Fox.” I rolled my eyes. “Come see me. Now. Just you.” The line went dead with no further clarification. Not that Recluse was in the habit of ever offering any.

“He wants to see me.”

“Just you?”

“Just me.”

“I’m not letting you go alone.” Kennex stood up. “Not when he’s already angry.”

“Yeah, and imagine how angry he’ll be if I show up with you,” I argued. Technically, we both worked for Recluse. The Dracck had roped us into his schemes when Kennex and I were young and had no other options. The School had done its best for us, but they had more mouths to feed than food to give. Our choices had been to work for Recluse as a messenger or survive day by day on the verge of starvation. It was half the reason we were so adamant about paying our dues. Nobody should follow in our footsteps.

As we got older, Recluse took notice of our unpolished skills and potential. We were smart, we were quick, and best of all we got scrap done. He took full advantage and trained us to be tools in his arsenal. Kennex and I were deadly. Recluse had made it so, and he used force to keep us in line. I had to admit the tactic was nothing if not effective.

Despite us both being stuck under Recluse’s thumb for the last decade, Recluse clearly preferred me over Kennex. In any other setting, it would be rewarding to have caught the attention of my employer, but Recluse was not the kind of boss any sane person would want noticing them because he showed that preference by beating the scrap out of me. Still, I didn’t see it as a total loss. His weird obsession occasionally allowed me to talk him down. It was a high risk, high reward scenario—my favorite kind.

A deep grunt distracted Kennex and I from the problem that was Recluse to see the Ugarnian bounty hunter had swaggered to us wearing a sneer. Behind him, still at the table, was the other hunter who had seemingly given up on protecting his co-worker and focused on his drink. I snorted. With Recluse waiting, I wouldn’t even get to enjoy the pending fight.

The bounty hunter opened his mouth, but I held up a hand to pause whatever he planned to say. Keeping my eyes on Kennex, I reassured him, “I’ll be on my best behavior. Promise.”

Kennex still looked hesitant and I didn’t blame him. If the roles were reversed, I’d be equally against his going. Despite our employment, Recluse remained a dangerous man. Our loyalty to him didn’t matter. Recluse could and would kill us should he feel so inclined. He wouldn’t have an ounce of remorse afterward either.

The bounty hunter tried to speak up again, but this time Kennex shot him a sharp glare to silence him. Slowly, his eyes drifted back to meet mine and softened. “Don’t mouth off to him. Please, Ari.”

It was a hard promise to make. I knew myself far too well, but for Kennex, I’d try my best. If I came home with a fresh wound carved into my back, Kennex would blame himself. The thought of him carrying that kind of guilt made my stomach churn. The only thing I hated more than letting Kennex down was watching him carry the burden of my sins. “I’ll be careful, Kennex.” Kennex didn’t seem fully appeased, but he nodded. I tilted my head toward the bounty hunter. “You got this handled?”

“Yeah, I’ll clean your mess,” Kennex confirmed.

“You always do.” I chirped with a wink.

Ignoring Trig’s complaints, I reached across the bar to grab the bottle of Acheron liquor. The bounty hunter cursed and swung out to grab me. I didn’t even bother attempting to dodge the blow. Kennex was quick to intervene, grasping the bandolier around the Ugarnian’s chest and slamming him forward. The hunter’s head hit the bar hard enough to rattle the entire frame, and the last thing I heard before rushing out the door was Trig’s complaint about damage.
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- FOUR -

Recluse’s decision to make Acheron his primary base of operations was made decades before I was born. It couldn’t have been easy running his empire on the outskirts of Wild Space, but Recluse managed. Hells, he thrived.

Most of Acheron spanned from east to west. Those were the longest wings with north and south being smaller and shorter. There was a section of the port separate from the rest though. It sat at the top of the stabilizer fin that branched off the top of Five Points. Circular in shape and aptly nicknamed Recluse’s Ring. Unlike the rest of Acheron that ranged from bad to a travesty, Recluse ensured his section was up to par in safety measures.

A singular lift in Five Points was the only mode of travel to Recluse’s Ring. The lift was functional but I hated it all the same. It was the exact opposite of standing on the open platform—imprisoning, suffocating, and consuming. It reminded me of being buried alive.

The walls rattled as the box carried me higher. The age of lift combined with the distance meant it took a few minutes to get from point A to point B, and those few minutes felt like an eternity. I took another swig from the bottle in my hand.

When the lift doors opened, I leaped out of the confined space. I took a few shaky breaths to center myself before I progressed deeper into the rounded hall. As quickly as I had dived out of the lift, my pace now dragged to buy as much time as possible.

Recluse’s Ring was the quietest area on Acheron. Save for his office, every room here was void of life—used simply for as storage for his goods, treasures, and gear.

Too soon, I stood in the small foyer outside Recluse’s office. Four of his thugs lingered in the area, conversing. They reeked of smoke and burning nether. Two of the four sat around a table, the only piece of furniture in the simple space, melting the purple powder to inject into their veins. My nose scrunched at the acrid smell. I never understood the appeal of nether. As far as I was concerned, my life was filled with enough nightmares. I didn’t crave to hallucinate new ones.

“Hello there, Ari,” a smug, whiny voice cooed.

“Haze.” I greeted. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”

The tall man, with arms that seemed too long to be Yarian, gave a sickening grin of decaying teeth. Haze’s blond hair was slicked back. I hoped from a product rather than the grease he seemed to be made up of. The henchmen Recluse kept had a horrendous turnover rate, but unfortunately Haze survived this long. “I’m not gonna lie. I was kind of hoping you had died.”

Haze’s smile dropped. “Funny girl.”

“I try.”

Hoping to avoid a full conversation, I passed their group to get to Recluse’s office. I only got a few steps past Haze when a bony hand clasped around my wrist. Immediately, my skin crawled, and I yanked away from him faster than he could blink. My gaze hardened, but Haze’s grin only grew more smarmy.

“What’s the rush?”

“Don’t.” I seethed. “You know how I feel about being touched. I’ve taught you that lesson before.” Haze’s eyes narrowed at the reminder of a previous encounter where I had broken his arm in three places. “Now, if you wanna keep your hands attached to your body, I’d suggest you go back to your nether.”

Moments after turning to leave, I felt a solid, stinging slap to my ass, followed by laughter. My jaw locked at the sound of their ugly guffaws. Kennex made me promise I wouldn’t mouth off to Recluse, but I made no such promise on the topic of henchmen homicide.

Anticipation shivered down my spine at the prospect of a fight. I took one last sip of liquor, and, in one fluid motion, spun on my heel to smash the thin glass bottle against the side of Haze’s head. It shattered, alcohol and blood splattering back, and Haze crumpled to the ground. The men around him stared in stupor for a confused moment. I held my arms out with a smirk. “Well?”

It was the only instigation they needed.

The closest man rushed forward to tackle, but the purple ring encircling his pupils and the matching glow in his veins made him slow. I grabbed him by the shoulders and threw my knee into his chest hard enough to knock the breath from his lungs. He collapsed, gasping for air, and the other two men barreled at me. I batted away kicks and punches while doling out my own. An opening allowed an uppercut into one of the thugs’ diaphragm. He stumbled back but taking advantage of the opening left me vulnerable. A sucker punch into my lower back knocked me to my knees.

My body screamed for me to jump back up, but I made the stupid and careless mistake of pausing to glance over my shoulder. A fist met my face. I crumpled back, holding in a groan, only to get a boot kicked into my side. I swallowed the pain and rolled over to a more defensible position just as the other two men joined back into the fray.

I caught the ankle of a thug who tried to kick me and yanked hard enough for him to hit the floor. Loud, booming curses filled the room and all the thugs stilled. At their pause, I sat up and slammed the heel of my boot into the closest thug’s knee, forcing it to bend at an odd angle, and sent him crying to the floor. I stomped my foot hard enough to trigger the metal dagger hidden in my boot heel. Before I could embed it into his back, a hand grabbed my jacket collar and yanked me off the ground.

“What in the hells is happening here?!” Recluse bellowed.

“She attacked Haze—” the thug with nether filled veins argued while picking Haze up off the ground. The man with the injured knee groaned on the floor as the fourth struggled to get him up as well.

“Get out of here, you useless screwheads.”

Recluse shoved me into his office. I raised an eyebrow at him while tucking the dagger back in its hiding place. He slammed his thick hand against the control panel on the wall, and the doors slid shut. I was surprised Recluse’s hand didn’t punch through the metal from the force. Those from Drucanna were stronger than most. The Middle Orbit world was one of ice, snow, and darkness. Shards of its broken moon orbited the planet making rays of Sol’s light few and far between. The planet was covered in some of the nastiest, most dangerous creatures in existence. I assumed Recluse was included in that count.

He was built like a solid wall. Genetics gave anyone of Dracck descent a formidable frame and powerful muscle groupings. Otherwise, they wouldn’t survive the intense geography of their home world. Recluse was evidence of that evolutionary advance.

His fair skin was surprisingly unmarred by scars, and his long, wavy blond hair billowed around his head. The short fur covering the back of his floppy ears blended with the rest of his mane. Sticking out from his hair, were two spiraled, dark brown horns making him a head taller.

Recluse had a charming smile, even with his elongated, gold-covered canines, and he used that to his advantage. His bright red suit with obnoxious, lighter designs stitched in boxy patterns looked comical on his large, hulking frame, but he was the kind of man who could get away with it. Nobody was stupid enough to risk his wrath by commenting on his style. A lesson I learned through trial and error.

“Here.” Recluse pulled a handkerchief from his suit pocket and tossed it blindly. I snatched it out of the air and dabbed at the blood dripping from my nose. He shook his head with a scoff. “If I did not know any better, I would say you like getting hit, darling.”

“That’s what you trained me for, isn’t it?” I swallowed the blood in my mouth knowing I’d only get hit again if I spat on Recluse’s expensive, white carpet. “To take a hit?”

“I suppose I did a decent job of it then.” Recluse chuckled and walked across the room to his mahogany, wooden desk. The base was hand carved in swirling patterns with a holodeck built into the tabletop. Behind the desk was a dark purple, plush armchair—a throne designed for the taste of Recluse who viewed himself as royalty. It matched all the other ostentatious items he surrounded himself with.

The office space had once been Acheron’s flight deck. The control stations long abandoned by disuse hid in the corners. The port had been stationary for centuries and no longer required someone at the helm. Now it was a museum of stolen goods from all over the Meridian System. One of the more outlandish items in the room was a golden chandelier hanging from the high ceiling.

As Recluse dropped onto his throne, he tapped a spot on his holodeck and the metal barrier behind him began to move. The solar shields rose until the entire wall became one long panel of glass spanning the entirety of the room, creeping up onto the ceiling as well.

“What happened?”

“Haze touched me.”

“Yes, well, we all know Haze is as stupid as he is ugly,” Recluse snorted. “It is a shame I never managed to teach you to control that temper of yours.”

“Says the man famous for his volatility,” I muttered and tossed the bloody handkerchief on his desk. I settled into the plain chair across from him. Recluse was more amused by my comment than annoyed, thankfully. It’s not like he could deny it. Nobody was more temperamental than him. As his unfortunate protégé, I did come in a close second. “What do you want?”

“Can I not call in my favorite, darling girl just to chat?”

“Historically, no.”

Recluse drummed his thick, black clawed fingers against the desktop creating a musical tinkling against the glass. The light sound not matching the hidden threat the action held. Finally, he tapped the corner of his desk twice and a holographic screen rose, revealing a familiar world. Diomedes. It was the source of the port’s orbital path, and a world of devastation and dust. It died long ago. So long ago, the story of how it ended was just a string of rumors. Some blamed overpopulation and pollution, but others said a natural disaster turned the surface into a lifeless plane of stone and ash. Nobody knew for certain, but it seemed plenty had opinions.

“I have a job for you, Lucky Fox.”

My eyebrows rose. This was a quick turnaround time for him. “Kennex and I just finished a job, Recluse.”

“I do not care. A distress signal was activated on Diomedes an hour ago.”

“A distress signal?” I scoffed. “So, some tourist was stupid enough to explore Diomedes’ surface. Let the enforcers pick ’em up.” Recluse huffed and glowered at my response. I was knocking on the door of trouble, but this job felt too simple to just roll over and accept. “Search and rescue is a little beneath Kennex and I’s pay grade, boss.”

Recluse laced his fingers together and leaned forward on his thick elbows. A mocking laugh bellowed from his chest and made my skin bristle. “Beneath you? Oh, darling. I created you to complete the tasks I give you.” His tone turned to a cruel snarl, “And I know you are not stupid enough to turn me down.”

“I was never turning it down,” I scoffed. “I was just commenting that it seems a bit simple for us. From the sounds of it, even Haze could do this.”

Without further comment, Recluse tapped on the table once more and the distress signal’s transcript filled the air. There was no explanation as to why this poor soul was stuck on Diomedes. The message just demanded rescue as soon as possible. I read the words three times not trusting that I was understanding the message. “That can’t be right.”

An excited grin filled Recluse’s features, greed glimmering in his light blue eyes, “One million credits for pick up.”

“No way. That’s either a trap or—or they’re lying to get some screwhead to scoop ’em up.”

“The message was sent from a Class III Light cruiser, SP edition,” Recluse said. I hummed in agreement. Anyone who owned that kind of craft absolutely could have a million credits to toss around, but it didn’t sit right with me. People with that kind of wealth didn’t travel this far out in the system to visit a dead world. “You and Kennex will go down to the surface, locate the distress signal, and pick up whoever sent it.”

I rubbed at the sore spot on the side of my face. “Recluse, this can’t be right. Tourists rarely come to this corner of Outer Orbit, and when they do it’s to visit a vacation world or sightsee closer to the Nebula.” I motioned out the window behind him where just a sliver of Diomedes’ horizon could be seen. “Nobody in their right mind explores Diomedes. We should—”

Recluse’s fist slammed down on his desk hard enough to make the holographic images flicker. I flinched and hated myself for it. His smile fell away to leave a simmering glare as he leaned forward in his seat. “What is my number one rule?”

“Don’t question orders.”

“Then why are you?”

“I don’t know. Sorry,” I mumbled. “Must’ve got hit a bit too hard earlier.”

Recluse held his scrutinous glare for a few moments longer, the pale blue of his eyes burning, and I bit down on my tongue to keep from making any remarks. Kennex was already going to be upset when I wandered back to our shared hole in the wall with the minor injuries I collected so far.

Finally, Recluse cleared his throat, and his face fell back to neutral.

“I am downloading the job information into a pod now. I need you to leave for Diomedes as soon as possible.”

“Like… tomorrow morning as soon as possible?”

“As in, right now. This distress signal was public.” Recluse spat the words out and my body sagged in exhaustion. If I had known I’d be running off on another job so soon, I wouldn’t have picked so many fights earlier. There was a mental beat before I conceded to myself that probably wasn’t true. “I have muted the signal from broadcasting, but there is no telling how many have seen it already.”

I pushed up from the chair with a groan and clapped my hands together. “So, what shuttle is ours?”

“Bay four,” Recluse replied. The task pod which held the details of the job blinked bright blue, signaling it was ready for use. He held it out, and I set it with the stolen token in my pocket. “I expect the two of you back in less than twenty-four hours.”

“That’s a tight window.” I tilted my head with a smirk. “You afraid we’ll grab the million credits and run?” Recluse narrowed his eyes, and I recognized the warning clear as day. Still, I couldn’t stop pushing my luck. “Considering Kennex and I are the ones making the trip down there, maybe we deserve a bigger cut of the credits. Finder’s fee and all that.”

The large man slammed his hands on the desk and stood. Anger rolled off him in palpable waves, but he kept his movements slow and smooth. Recluse shrugged out of his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves.

“For Aether’s sake, Recluse, it was a joke. You know that.” When he finished with his sleeves, he flexed his right arm and the sharp nails turned to curled talons. “Recluse, come on—”

“Your mouth has gotten out of control,” Recluse growled and pointed at me with a sharpened finger that was no stranger to my flesh. “I think it’s been too long since your last lesson, darling.” I locked my jaw and steeled my features. “Come here.”

My mouth went dry at his command. Dread crawled up my throat, threatening to strangle me, but I listened and shrugged out of my jacket to toss it on the back of my chair. Recluse’s darkened eyes watched as I came around his desk without hesitation. This was my fault. I knew he was in a testy mood, and I had still pushed. My promise to Kennex be damned.

Fighting a Recluse lesson was pointless and only led to worse outcomes, as I learned the hard way. It was best to obey and get it over with. My only goal to stay passive. I was determined to never give him the satisfaction of seeing me shake at the consequences.

With a speed startling for a man of his size, Recluse clasped his thick hand on the back of my neck. I braced myself, anticipating the usual next step of him slamming me onto his desk, but instead, he shoved me against the window. The view of the stars might have been nonexistent with the way my hazel, fear-filled eyes focused only on our reflections. My breath fogged the glass with every exhale. Recluse’s grip tightened, his talons pressing against the delicate skin of my neck without drawing blood, and it took every ounce of willpower to keep my face neutral.

Recluse pressed me harder against the window as if he were attempting to shatter the glass with my body and push me into open space. His hand tangled in the strands of dark brown hair at the base of my neck, and he tugged so my chin lifted.

“What do you see?” he seethed. I kept my lips pressed together. Recluse knew me very well. He knew how I felt about personal space and crowded into me for that reason. The hand around my neck loosened, yet it was more difficult to breathe with his smoky, leather cologne overwhelming me. Recluse tenderly used his other hand to pinch my chin. I shuddered in disgust, and, slowly, he turned my head to the side. I understood what he wanted.

“What do you see, darling?” Recluse whispered. He released my chin and tucked a strand of hair behind my right ear, so the length of my neck was exposed. One talon traced the shell of it down to the insignia there.

I spat out my response, “Your mark.”

“Right.” His low voice was too close for comfort. I felt it vibrate through my chest, and his hot breath fanned against my skin. My stomach churned. “And what does that mark mean?”

The shorter talon on his thumb brushed over the raised scar where the letter ‘R’ was forever burned into my skin. Recluse had gifted Kennex and I with his mark in this very room. At only sixteen, I had kicked the man holding the burning, metal stamp so hard he lost a tooth. It took three men to restrain me, and even then, the only reason I stayed still long enough for them to work was because Recluse had threatened to start taking fingers from Kennex.

I took a slow breath in through my nose, flinching at his scent, “It means I work for you, Recluse.”

“No.” He spun me and shoved my back against the glass. Recluse readjusted the grip on my throat until black spots flickered in my vision. My hands instinctively raised to paw at his grip— too air deprived to curse my slip up. Recluse leaned in. His lips curled into a sinister smile. “No, darling, it means I own you.”

Point made, Recluse threw me aside. I stumbled but my full attention was on trying to suck in as much air as I could without gasping. Coughs racked my body as I straightened my posture. My throat ached, but I resisted the urge to cradle my injury.

Jaw clenched, I attempted to steel my features, but it was a losing battle. I could physically feel the glare form, and Recluse chuckled. His temper tantrum was forgotten at the initiation of the game we were trapped in—an eternal struggle of Recluse punishing me with the goal of domination, and me refusing to submit despite the pain it brought. Thirty-four times we played this game, so far. I was only able to keep count thanks to the tally marks he left on my back as a punishment.

Recluse claimed if I bent my knee, accepted his control without question, then he would leave me alone. He’d never carve into my skin with his talons again.

Even if I believed him, it wasn’t a price I was willing to pay.

It wasn’t worth my dignity.

“You truly are a lucky one, Ari,” Recluse said. He wagged his finger at me like a father playfully scolding a child. “If I did not need you at full strength, I would take the pound of flesh you owe me.”

The nonchalance he said the terrifying words with was haunting, but I expected no less from the sociopath. Recluse sat back at his desk and worked on his holodeck. Without sparing another glance my way, he dismissed me with a wave. I opened my mouth, but a voice in the back of my mind, one that sounded suspiciously like Kennex, begged me to stop while I still could.

On my way out, I shrugged my jacket on and took out the pod to look over any details Recluse chose not to mention. The holographic map rose from the top of the metal sphere. Not often did Kennex and I get sent to the surface of Diomedes.

The pod only had the information Recluse already shared. Unfortunately, there was no telling if that was the fault of the distress signal’s source or if Recluse was hiding something. It wouldn’t be the first time we went into a mission blind, and I doubted it’d be our last.
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- FIVE -

No matter how often I stared at the stars, I never grew bored. Their infinite nature was captivating. I found the endlessness to be comforting. Growing up in the limited space of Acheron made me crave the vastness that came with Wild Space. It wasn’t until I was seventeen, on my first mission for Recluse as a task runner, that I got a taste of life outside the wavering safety of the port’s decrypt walls. When I returned, Acheron only felt that much smaller.

Kennex was the exact opposite despite growing up under the same conditions. He said stargazing made him feel insignificant. For him, that infinite nature was more a threat than a comfort. It was too spacious, too wide, too uninhabited. Kennex said it made him miss walls. I couldn’t fathom the thought.

I rested my forehead against the cold glass of the large viewing port in the cargo hold. Diomedes’ surface was gray and black— lifeless. Supposedly, it was once covered in lush forests and deep bodies of water, but it was a difficult image to conjure with the wasteland I was gazing down on.

“Hey.”

I glanced over my shoulder in time to catch the ice pack thrown at me. Needing no further nagging from Kennex, I pressed the pack to the swollen side of my face and sat on a storage crate. Kennex shuffled around collecting supplies for the mission, and despite the number of storage containers around us, it seemed Recluse had purposefully left most of them empty.

All of Recluse’s fleet were transport class, and they had all seen better days. They were two-story shuttles, medium in size, and rectangular. The second story acted as the flight deck which sat atop the main level which housed the entire cargo hold alongside a tiny bedroom space with a cot and bathroom.

“There’s a first aid kit up in the flight deck, and I found a couple of canisters for the medigun,” Kennex called out.

“Canisters of what?”

Kennex rotated where he was kneeling on the floor and read off the small, metal canisters in his hand. “One packing foam and two antibacterial sprays. Though”—Kennex held one up and shook it by his ear—“I think one of the antibacterial sprays is only half full.”

“That’s my fault for thinking he wouldn’t screw us.” I scoffed. “We should’ve stopped for supplies.”

“We didn’t have the time.”

“We might be too late, anyway.”

Kennex shrugged. Since there was no telling who saw the signal before Recluse muted it, we didn’t know how many others were flooding the planet’s surface. We could get to Diomedes and find nothing but dust.

He tossed the canisters into his bag along with the handheld medigun. The white and silver tool was surprisingly in decent shape. Content with what he had packed, Kennex left his bag and walked over to settle in front of me, eyes nearly at the same level due to the height of the crate I sat on. He lifted a white roll of tape. “Hand.”

I offered him my right hand first. Kennex set the tape on the crate so he could use both of his to hold mine. The warmth of his touch was familiar and comforting. His thumbs kneaded the bones in my palm and fingers, looking for breaks. Once satisfied, Kennex grabbed the tape and wrapped it with practiced ease.

“Can I request thirteen turns of the tape instead of sixteen?” I asked. His only response was a dry look. Hand wrapping before jobs like this always seemed pointless. Back when we had been promoted from messengers to ring fighters in Recluse’s Pit, it made sense to wrap our hands with precision and care. However, Kennex and I had been promoted from fighters to task runners long ago, and on these missions, we always wore our armored space suits. The thick padding and metal of my gloves were far superior to this thin bit of tape.

Despite my firm belief that it was a waste, I never voiced those thoughts aloud and let Kennex wrap my hands with minimal teasing, if any. I recognized this as a routine. He used it to settle his mind before a job. If doing such a simple action could bring him any kind of peace, then I wouldn’t take that from him.

It wasn’t until Kennex finished my right hand that he said, “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“Yeah?” I raised an eyebrow curiously and offered him my left hand. “About what?” Kennex’s eyes lifted. He didn’t need to say a single word. I quickly shook my head. “Not again, Kennex. Can we not—”

“We need to talk about this.”

“No, actually, we don’t.”

“This is our chance, Ari.” Kennex breathed. He squeezed my hand and the determination burning in his eyes was staggering. “We can run. We can leave. Pick a random spot in Wild Space and disappear.”

“You think Recluse would let us get away with taking a million credits out from under his nose?”

“Forget the credits,” Kennex cut in. He had a desperation in his voice I didn’t often hear. Kennex was not the kind to beg, but this was as close to it as he would ever get. “Forget this job. We just go.”

“And do what, Kennex? Pretend like Recluse was just a scary nightmare we woke up from?”

“Why not?”

“Because he’d never let us get away with that,” I scoffed. “Stolen credits or not.” People never stopped working for Recluse on their own terms. Retirement typically took the form of a funeral. “Besides, I like our lives. I like what we do.”

“You like being Recluse’s puppet? His punching bag?”

“I like having a purpose,” I snapped. The disappointment in Kennex’s eyes only made me angrier and the flood of irritation was immediately followed by guilt. I hated being upset with Kennex. He only meant well. “You know, I’m not… I’m not good at peace.”

“Ari, you can—”

“I know who I am, and I have no problem with it,” I interrupted his attempt at comfort. Kennex’s hand tightened around mine, and I snatched it back. I mumbled, “I know my worth.”

Our lifestyle wasn’t the kind people envied. What we had was not great, but it was what fate gave us. It was all I had ever known. Anger, bloodshed, and violence were staples of my childhood.

My talents were limited, and my hands weren’t created to settle or nurture. I didn’t have the touch of someone who could live in peace. Rozick had never been more right than when he called my hands cursed. They were weapons of mass destruction. Skin decorated with bruises, blood, and not an ounce of regret. Everything I touched crumbled to ash, and despite that obvious flaw, I somehow found a way to make a decent living out of it.

“Ari.” Kennex shifted closer. His hands settled on the crate outside my thighs. “You are more than the Lucky Fox.”

I found that hard to believe. I was a blunt weapon Recluse wound up, pointed in a direction, and released. Violence was simple. It was easy. I was good at it. Kennex cupped the side of my face, and I couldn’t help but lean into the touch.

“I’m serious, Ari. Your purpose is not to be the tool of a crazed madman. You can do anything you put your mind to. You could accomplish incredible feats if you gave yourself the chance.”

“Kennex—”

“I wish you saw yourself like I see you,” he whispered. “Because the woman I see? She’s an unstoppable force of nature.” His thumb traced the curved scar at the top of my left cheekbone following it up by the corner of my eye and to the edge of my eyebrow. “There is nothing in this system that can stop you once you set your mind to it.”

By Aether, did I want to believe him.

More than anything in all the worlds, I wanted to make Kennex’s truth my own. The idea couldn’t stick though. It couldn’t anchor itself to anything in my mind. Doubts and fears created such deep roots, they left room for nothing else. Experience had painted me into a corner I couldn’t escape.

I pressed my lips together to keep them from quivering. Then, with a forced shrug of nonchalance, I found the words. “Can we just focus on the job? Please?”

Kennex’s thumb continued to lightly trace my scar. Very little could calm the turmoil in my mind when it got stirred up, but Kennex did the trick. My skin never crawled at the brush of his fingertips. My body categorized his touch as something innately good—something pure. I never understood nether addicts, but if the poison they pushed into their veins brought them even a quarter of the relief that Kennex’s hands brought to me, then maybe I could grasp the appeal after all.

He offered me a tight-lipped smile. “Of course.”

“I’m sorry about not wanting to leave right now.”

“Don’t apologize.” Kennex shook his head. He continued wrapping my hand. “It’s a big decision.” I counted the times he circled my hand—sixteen—each wrap laid with love and care. “We have time to consider all our options. There’s no rush.”

“You know,” I began, and my voice was softer than I liked, “you could always—”

“No,” Kennex replied without hesitation. He locked eyes with me once more. “Whatever we do, we do it together, Ari. It’s us against the worlds.” He squeezed my hand for emphasis. “You’re all I have.”

“Aether, that must suck for you,” I joked.

Kennex’s lips widened into a full grin that made his dark eyes glow. “It has its perks.”

I chuckled to ease the tension, but it didn’t ease the ache in my chest.

Kennex dreamed of a better life, one without Recluse, or crime, but I was the weight wrapped around his ankle, dragging him deeper into the poisonous depths of Recluse’s world. I should push him harder to leave. Unfortunately, contrary to Kennex’s beliefs, I was not a good person. I was selfish. No part of me could ever let him go.

Just as he had said, Kennex was all I had, too. The sentiment sounded similar, but it wasn’t. Kennex could make friends anywhere he went. Once people got past his intimidating demeanor, he became someone they craved. I did not invite that same response.

I wasn’t a comfort to have around. I was the kind of person that made others lash out in violence.

I destroyed everything I touched.

When Kennex seemed pleased at the state of my hands, he stepped back and shrugged out of his jacket. It left him in a plain shirt and pants, revealing his pauldron. The black metal covered his right shoulder in thin sheets and the straps ran across his chest. His vambrace wrapped around his right forearm but was significantly smaller than mine, built only for communication.

Kennex tapped his code into his vambrace, and the plates of armor unfolded from the pauldron with matching ones winding up his legs from the heavy, metal boots he wore to meet in the middle. The worn-out black metal, decorated in accents of green and teal, covered his entire body and ended around his jugular where his helmet, once activated, would connect.

My pauldron was on my left shoulder, and when activated, looked nearly identical to his, but less bulky, to increase speed and agility. My space suit’s accents were white and orange.

“How’s your shield?” Kennex asked, moving toward the cockpit ladder.

I tapped the screen of my vambrace, swiping through different settings, to check the status as I followed him. “Good, not great.” Once onto the flight deck, I activated my suit. “I didn’t expect we’d be on another mission so soon.” When the metal of my suit covered my arms, I waited a second for them to integrate with the vambrace. The screen flickered back to life. “Yeah, I’m at 44 percent.”

Kennex hummed unhappily while starting the landing sequence at the control panel. The flight deck was small, with three seats in a triangular shape. The pilot’s seat was at the front, but the controls wrapped around the room for easy access. As the landing sequence began, the solar shields lifted. I dropped into the co-pilot’s seat right behind his left shoulder where I’d tossed my bag earlier.

Kennex glanced over at the sound of rummaging and did a double take. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop disabling your thigh pieces?”

“Relax.” I waved away his concern. Unlike his, my thighs were only covered by the thick, protective material of my armor’s undersuit. “I can’t run as fast with the heavy thigh armor. Plus, if I had armor there, where would I keep my holster?” I pulled the leather holster, with my dagger tucked in, out of my bag and strapped it around my right thigh. I motioned to it as if he couldn’t see it.

Kennex pointed to his belt where his plasma blade was sheathed.

“Yeah, but I look cooler than you.” Kennex rolled his eyes, mumbling curses, and I gave him a cheesy grin. “Don’t worry. After I get stabbed in the thigh or shot, I’ll start wearing the thigh pieces again.”

Kennex furrowed his eyebrows and glared in my direction. “That’s not funny.”

“It’s a little funny.” I leaned back to let him focus on landing.

Diomedes filled the view as we drifted toward the world’s weak atmosphere. My lips twitched up in anticipation. We should be resting right now after how soon our last mission had been, but I couldn’t deny the thrill that came with every job. It was part of the reason I really couldn’t fathom leaving this life behind.

Kennex knew of my doubts and fears. I had expressed my discomfort of not being capable in a setting where violence was deemed unnecessary. What I didn’t admit—what I was too ashamed to say—was that I enjoyed the fight. I always had. There were numerous situations where I felt less than, but this was not one.

Kennex glanced my way, “You ready?”

“Always.”
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- SIX -

The atmosphere was thin and riddled with holes. Though the truth of Diomedes’ demise was still a mystery, it probably had something to do with the lacking atmosphere. At the very least, it was the reason no life could survive on the surface currently.

Kennex kept control of the shuttle rather than letting autopilot take over, a habit of his. He brought it down by the light cruiser down among the decay of the world. It seemed the cruiser had found the best patch of land to settle on and was too large to share. Kennex landed best he could, but the ship ended up on unlevel ground.

“The horizon is crooked,” I teased with a tilt of my chin toward the angled skyline.

Kennex huffed, “Shut up and activate your helmet.”

I shot him one last smirk before tapping my fingers on the helmet anchor against my ear. The metal crawled across my face, clicking to connect with the neck of the suit. There was a hiss as the suit pressurized and my heads-up display flickered to life. Kennex stood in front of me, wearing his own, and the glowing, neon green lines of a snake’s open jaw, fangs in each corner of the glass, appeared. My insignia of an orange, geometric fox face reflected off the glass behind him.

“Channel 3.” Kennex’s voice crackled inside my helmet.

“Channel 3,” I confirmed.

Kennex exited the ship first, hand cannon drawn, and I was a step behind with my plasma shield activated and projecting from the vambrace. The pale-yellow plasma burned bright and the glassy ground under my boots reflected it.

The surface of Diomedes was all stone, but it was stone with a natural dark green tint. The shiny color seemed mocking. Shades of green inspired thoughts of life, but this world’s vegetation had been wiped away leaving nothing in sight but the skeletal remains of a once vast forest. The bark lifeless and gray. Winding, twisted branches tangled into a mess that blocked the light, casting shadows below. The landscape, dreary and depressing, made the light cruiser’s stark white paint stand out even more. Purple and orange lines decorated the edges of the ship in a loud array.

I scanned the surroundings but found no signs of any attackers waiting to ambush. The lack of danger made me more nervous. I chimed, “I don’t like this.”

“Me neither,” Kennex agreed. “Stay close.”

The ship was undoubtedly impressive. Three stories of sleek metal and mirrored glass. It was the type of craft rarely seen outside Inner Orbit. One created for short-term luxury and not the long-term wear and tear of deep space travel. Despite making the trek outside of its usual setting, there wasn’t a ding or scratch on it.

I traded my shield for my dagger. The weapon was old, shaped in metal, and I twirled it in hand with movements born of habit. The weight of a metal knife over the plasma counterparts felt more real in my hands. I flipped the blade once, smoothly catching it in my left hand, then dragged it across the ship’s metal exterior as we walked. My dagger would never pierce the hull of a ship made to handle space, but it left a long scratch in the pristine paint.

When we reached the lowered ramp at the back of the ship, I tucked the knife back into its sheath. Even through the helmet’s glass, I could feel Kennex shoot a bored look at me. I held my hands up with a shrug, “What? Now it fits in.”

“Yeah, that scratch did it.”

“It’s a start.”

My boots came to a sudden stop that Kennex mimicked. I stared at the open airlock with concern. A ship parked on a decimated planet with its airlock wide open was never, ever a good sign.

Passing through the airlock, I expected a cargo hold but found an expansive, clean, and decorated lounge. Oval in shape with rich furniture set at the center. The floor was metal but a disgustingly plush, black carpet was laid out under the purple couches and seats. The walls were tall, at least two stories up, making it appear larger. Hanging from the wall, over where the doors leading deeper into the ship, was a long, forked banner. It was dark purple with white and yellow lines bordering the edges. At its center, was a crest of a singular sword of steel pointing downward, cutting through a shimmering halo, with two white billowing wings branching off either side of it.

“Oh, scrap.” I groaned.

“Ascendants,” Kennex breathed in dismay.

“Why in the hells would Ascendants be on Diomedes?”

“Could be acolytes.”

“Yeah,” I snorted. “Because that’s so much better.”

“I think so,” Kennex responded. His head swiveled to scan the room once more before settling back on me. Kennex fired two plasma bolts into the banner. The bolts burned large holes where they hit, and the singed leftovers spread until it split and the lower half fluttered to the floor. “Acolytes can bleed.”

I bobbed my head in agreement, “Okay. You make a solid point.”

“Come on.” Kennex nodded forward. “Distress signal is deeper in.”

“Of course it is,” I mumbled.

“Let’s grab it and get the hells out of here.”

“Don’t have to twist my arm.”

I stared at the tattered remains of the banner as we passed. Kennex didn’t spend his free time harassing Rozick as I did, but he hated the rhetoric all the same. When his mother attempted to kill her only child, nether had been involved, but the act had been a hallucination her religious mind had concocted.

Silently, Kennex stalked down the wide, clean halls. His gaze didn’t stray from the path, but I let mine wander. Everything looked painfully plain. There was no life on this ship, no signs of a person settling in, and it made my lips twist in distaste. To cross from Illyarium, in Inner Orbit, to Diomedes, in Outer Orbit, would take two months at minimum with a working warp drive. Anyone on that kind of journey usually settled into the craft they were traveling in—it was the nature of a soul. This ship still had a clinical feel to it. This cruiser was not a home.

“It’s up ahead,” Kennex murmured.

Kennex stopped where the hall split into two, but he faced a door that came before the fork in the path. He nodded toward it, and without further prompting, I reactivated my shield to hold up. Ready, I gave a curt nod. Kennex punched through the keypad on the wall beside the door. With a crack and whine, it slid open. I rushed in first, shield raised, and Kennex stayed close behind with his hand cannon drawn over my shoulder.

The room was small. A bunk room by design. In the corner was an unmade bed, a port window revealed the dead Diomedes’ view, and books were scattered along the floor. Compared to all the other rooms I had seen, this one looked the most lived in. The books on the floor were not born of rough travel but rather a messy resident. I lowered my shield, tension leaving my frame, and I searched for further signs or clues of the story behind this room.

“Kennex,” I said while wandering toward the bed. Half-hidden under the pillow was a small stuffed toy folded and sewn together in the shape of an unrecognizable creature. Four limbs hunched like a wolf, two tails like a cat, a short muzzle like a bear, and floppy ears. The fur was pink with white spots and a smooth blue belly. I flipped it in my hands and found the Illyarian letter ‘R’ written on the bottom of a paw. “What kind of animal…”

“Ari.”

Kennex stood in a second doorway, staring down. I hurried over to what was a private bathroom. Dried blood over white tile, a shattered mirror, and a crumpled corpse inside the tub. A woman with a slit throat, blue eyes void of life, and hair black as the blood staining her dark purple robes.

“She’s an acolyte,” Kennex said, shock in his voice. Near the tub was the faceless, white mask that could shift into a helmet. Same as Rozick’s but now stained red.

“Was an acolyte,” I mumbled.

Kennex’s boots crunched on mirror shards, and he reached into the tub. A second later, he pulled out a familiar cube and held it up. I stared at the blinking red light and sighed. “She’s our distress signal.” Kennex dropped the useless transmitter to the ground and crushed it under his boot. I grimaced at the dead body, not overly keen on searching it for credits. “What do you think happened here?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care,” Kennex replied. He pushed past, back out into the bedroom, “We need to get the hells out of here.”

“We don’t have anything to bring back.”

“It doesn’t matter, Ari,” Kennex snapped. “It’s only a matter of time before Ascendants show up at this crime scene, and I don’t want us hanging around when they do.”

My hand tightened, and it made me realize I was still holding the stuffed toy. Kennex tried to leave, but when I didn’t follow, he paused in the doorway. I stood in place and let my eyes drag across the room. Most of the books on the ground were written for an age group much younger than the acolyte dead in the tub. I murmured, “This was a kid’s room.”

“You don’t know that. Not for sure.”

“Look around!” I argued. Kennex did not turn his gaze from me. He stared straight ahead without sparing the room another glance. I stomped forward. “There’s a kid on Diomedes right now. I’m assuming the acolyte called the distress signal for the kid, not herself.”

“Here’s another assumption,” Kennex snipped. “Maybe the kid is already dead. Hells, maybe the kid was the one who killed the acolyte.” He stormed out and this time I jogged after him, bringing the stuffed toy with me. Kennex called over his shoulder, “Right now, we’re not dead and I think we should do whatever we have to in order to keep it that way. Yeah?”

I kept my mouth shut as we exited the ship, but when my boots hit the glassy ground, I paused. It made no sense for acolytes to be on Diomedes. It made less sense for them to be here with a child. I looked up at the sound of steps and found Kennex had backtracked. Quickly, I dimmed my heads-up display and altered the glass of my helmet so Kennex could see my face. He mumbled a curse.

“I know you, Kennex. You’re not gonna walk away and leave a kid in danger if you can help it.”

“I can if it means keeping you safe,” Kennex argued. “You’re what matters, Ari. I’m not risking your life or mine for a random kid who could already be dead.” I reached up and tapped my finger against the glass of his helmet twice. He sighed over the comm link. Finally, the lines dispersed and it was Kennex’s eyes I was staring up into. He grumbled, “What exactly is your plan here?”

I tilted my head toward the skeletal remains of the trees only yards away without breaking eye contact with him. “That opening in the forest looks like a path.”

“You’re being generous calling that graveyard a forest and that bare patch a path.”

“Let’s just look around.”

Kennex crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. “I make the calls. We agreed on that. The only exception being…” The heat in his eyes simmered to worry. “What are your instincts telling you?”

I looked away from him to stare at the ghost of a forest only a stone’s throw away. An eerie cold settled in my bones. I had a sickening ache creating a lump in my throat and it screamed at me to run. The second my eyes landed on that dead acolyte, alarm bells blared in my mind. I wanted to grab Kennex by the hand, drag him back to our ship, speed back to the comparative safety of Recluse, and forget this ever happened.

The only thing stopping me was the toy in my hand. The knowledge of a kid lost on this world. I knew what it was to be alone. Kennex did, too. The unseen blood of this mystery child would be on our hands if we walked away. It was a guilt I wouldn’t survive. The truth of my good deeds, the truth Kennex refused to see, was every act he considered heroic, was born of selfishness.

I was not a good person, nor did I strive to be one. I was perfectly happy with the activities I got tangled in. Granted, I wish it weren’t for the benefit of Recluse’s greed, but I had no internal strife over inherent good versus bad. However, I hoped those small acts of service, standing up for those who couldn’t stand up for themselves, would offset the terrible deeds I’ve committed. My life was a balancing act of doing just enough to allow me to sleep at night— not to be good, but to keep myself from being the degree of vile that I considered Recluse to be.

Until now, I could manage that balance of decency with my activities by the murals, but if I did nothing then the guilt of my idleness would swallow me whole. I’d never make up leaving a kid for dead. My gaze drifted back to Kennex.

He lifted a hand to form the letter ‘D’ in Illyarian Sign Language. Three fingers pinched to his thumb while the index finger stood tall to the sky, and then he dropped it downward to point at me. ‘Decide.’ Most explorers and crews knew basic ISL as a precaution for when communications were down, and all a person had was line of sight on a spacewalk. We used this sign countless times as a way to assure the other that full trust was given to make the call.

I hesitated, just a brief pause, barely a full second. Then, for the first time in my entire life, I went against my instinct and lied to Kennex. “We need to look for the kid.”

Kennex, without the hesitation that lingered in my heart, nodded, “All right then.” I breathed a sigh of relief and shoved the toy into my crossbody bag. Kennex walked toward what he had aptly called a graveyard. “Half a mile in, half a mile out. We don’t find anything? We leave.”

“Deal,” I agreed. The sinking feeling in my body worsened the moment we stepped into the mass of trees. A voice at the back of my head screamed to leave, but I didn’t listen.
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- SEVEN -

Deeper into the dead forest, the trees grew taller as the ground sloped downward. With every step, the light dimmed. I wondered what this forest looked like before it met its end. It had to have been less soul chilling with color breathing into the towering trees. The darkness would remain, but a darkness filled with life felt different from one filled with death.

“How do you think this world died?” I cut through the silence to ask.

“Nobody knows.” Kennex shrugged and continued to track straight ahead. The supposed path had disappeared leaving us to weave through the trees. “It’s a mystery.”

I rolled my eyes, even knowing he couldn’t see it. “No kidding, killjoy. I meant, what do you think happened?”

“I don’t think of Diomedes very often.”

“You spend your days on Acheron staring down at the dead world, and it never crosses your mind?”

“Just never gave it much thought.”

“Liar. I know for a fact that you give everything too much thought, all the time.” I argued.

Kennex chuckled with a shake of his head. He rapped his knuckles against the side of my helmet. With all the time Kennex spent reading, I figured he’d have an opinion on Diomedes. Books overflowed our shared space on Acheron—both digital and paper, some stolen and some not. His favorites were always centered on cultures and different languages. I recalled that one of the first real crimes I ever committed was stealing books for Kennex’s growing collection. I still had a scar on my hand where a blade had pierced through my palm after I got caught for it.

Not that it ever stopped me.

“I read once that it died with Erebus,” Kennex finally said.

“Really?” I snorted. “You’re gonna go with the religious theory?”

“Of all the theories, I assume it’s the one you know the least about.”

“Fair. Continue.”

Kennex ran his hand against the bark of a tree. Ash collected on his glove, and he brushed it away. “Aether and Erebus were partners. Their love brought balance to the universe. They shaped life out of stardust and formed each world with their hands.”

“Okay. I know that much, Kennex.”

“I don’t have to clarify that Aether is the embodiment of light and Erebus the embodiment of dark?” I shoved Kennex, who laughed, and found his footing so he didn’t stumble over any exposed roots. “All right. Erebus stepped out of line, threw off the balance, and sought out more power—more control. She was selfish.”

When we first met, we were plagued with nightmares. Sleeping was difficult. Instead, we’d whisper stories to one another in the dark until we had no energy to fight our exhaustion. Everything he said now wasn’t new to me, but I enjoyed the sound of his voice. The lilt it took was soothing. I stayed silent and listened.

“Aether had to step in. Stop her from destroying the framework of the universe. The theory is, this is where they fought.” Kennex motioned toward the skeletal remains of the world. “Diomedes was ground zero. Aether loved Erebus, but he loved life and the universe more. Despite the pain it brought him, he put an end to Erebus’ destructive path. He trapped her inside of Diomedes and her darkness killed this world and everyone on it.”

“So… Aether killed the world and everyone on it?”

“How did you get that from what I said?” Kennex shook his head. “I said it was Erebus’ darkness that did it.”

“No, you said Aether trapped her in a planet, and that’s what did it.”

“It was one world versus all of them. A sacrifice for the greater good.”

“I’m sure that’s how the people of Diomedes felt when they died,” I said. Kennex shrugged again and I scoffed. “This is your favorite theory?”

“I like the idea of being part of something bigger than myself.”

I wanted to argue further. There was a difference between giving up life to be a part of something bigger and having an external force take it from you. It didn’t count if someone else decided. Rather than push, I kept my mouth shut. Not often did I let an argument go, but for Kennex, I would in a heartbeat. “Where’d you read that story anyways?”

“The book from Otradu you stole from that collector.” I pursed my lips. On a mission months ago, we came across a traveler who bragged about a journal that hailed from Otradu. Books about that mysterious world were rare. Kennex’s collection was vast, but he had yet to collect anything from there. Stealing it felt like common sense to me. “Considering the origin of that story traces back to Otradu, I figured you’d appreciate it.”

“I’m still skeptical.”

Kennex bumped his shoulder into mine. “Is it so hard to believe that Erebus could be the villain of this story?”

“No, but it is suspicious that the female figure in the story was demonized and the male figure turned into a savior.” I bumped my shoulder back into his.

Kennex stopped and held his arm up to study the screen of his vambrace. I questioned his actions, but my words fell apart when his helmet began to deactivate. I lunged forward, panicked at a suit malfunction, but Kennex just stared back. Shadows fell over his features from the crisscrossing patterns of the tree branches far above us. He raised his eyebrows. “There’s an air pocket here.”

I deactivated my helmet and sucked in a deep breath. It filled my lungs comfortably. The air was stale from the aging of an air pocket, and it had an acidic tang that I attributed to Diomedes itself. I shook my head. “How long has it been up?” Air pockets could be deployed on a world like this, but they were not permanent. The handheld device projected an artificial atmosphere for a person to survive in. Cheap ones would last minutes and had a tendency to metaphorically ‘pop’, but the pricier ones could last for days to weeks.

“No telling since we didn’t deploy it,” Kennex responded. He tapped on his vambrace. “Right now, air quality is at 94 percent. Probably in the beginnings of collapse, but it’s deflating slow.”

There was no change in the scenery, the only difference being the lack of my helmet, but a chill crawled up my spine and my stomach churned uncomfortably. The hair at the back of my neck stood on end. I turned, eyes useless in the shadows, and strained to listen for any clue as to what put the sickening ache in my chest.

“What is it?” Kennex demanded, his hand cannon already drawn and at the ready.

“I… I don’t know.” I mumbled. A whimper hung in the air. Faint and fearful. My eyes snapped back to Kennex. “Did you hear—”

“Yeah.” Kennex walked in the direction of the whimper. “Sounded like it came from this direction.”

I stayed hot on his heels as we barreled through the trees. A light in the distance called to us. Just shy of being half a mile into the forest, we landed in a clearing. I blinked my eyes to adjust to the sudden reemergence of light.

“What the hells?”

My focus returned, and I sucked in a sharp breath at the sight before us. The clearing was not natural. Huge spotlights filled the space, and the shape was a perfect circle carved into the forest. Above, Diomedes trees rose tall and tangled to keep out Sol’s light in a cavernous appearance. At the center was one tree that didn’t match the others.

It was alive. The bark was pure white and its branches were covered in vibrant, star-shaped, red leaves. This should’ve been the most eye-catching sight in the clearing, but the motionless bodies on the ground, in a circle around the tree, claimed that title.

Seven bodies. All robed in dark purple.

I drifted forward. Kennex hissed for me to be cautious, his hand brushed against my wrist, but I pressed on. Symbols were etched onto the ground around each corpse with more drawn leading to the tree in a line, creating seven spokes around the living organism. I knelt by the closest acolyte and removed the white helmet to reveal a shriveled, mummified face.

“Aether, it looks like they were sucked dry,” I said.

“Yeah, but by what?” Kennex spun in place. He activated his helmet to scan the area and was quick to dismiss it with a shake of his head. “No signs of life. Even the tree isn’t being picked up as living.”

I approached said tree and set my hand against the smooth trunk. The wood had no natural grooves. It looked as if it had been carved out of stone or marble. I circled the tree and on the other side was a dagger stabbed into the trunk. It was made of dark, unpolished metal, with carved lines emitting a glow reminiscent of the embers in a dying fire. The handle seemed to be made of the same kind of material as the tree’s bark. Worn, brown leather created the grip.

I tilted my head to study the familiar lines. Kennex stepped up to stand right behind me, peering over my shoulder. I nodded to it. “That’s Otri.”

“Yeah, it is.” He confirmed.

“Can you read it?” I could recognize the shape of the swirling lines, but that was as far as my knowledge went.

Kennex shook his head. “No, but I could use that book back home to translate it, maybe.”

I grabbed the knife, ripped it out of the trunk, and readjusted my grip on the hilt. My fingers curled around it, and I hummed pleasantly. It had a good heft and handle to it. When I looked back to the trunk, the hole where it had been oozed a liquid as bright as the leaves above. I stiffened. The sight of it was familiar and the copper smell in the air was one I knew all too well.

“Kennex…” I breathed.

Kennex ran his hand through the thick, viscous fluid and pulled back to rub it between his fingers. He sucked in a sharp breath, the sound echoing in the silence. “It’s blood, Ari.”

The look on his face told me he was making the same mental decision as I was. It was time to go. I tucked the blade into my suit’s belt just as a whisper drifted down to us.

“You need to leave.”

My eyes snapped up and Kennex aimed his hand cannon toward the source. Hiding among the leaves, deep in the branches, was a young girl. She was skinny, but the slight pudge to her cheeks revealed her young age. Her black, curly hair was a mess as it cascaded down her small shoulders. Tear tracks stained her brown skin and terror filled her large amber eyes. She wore a plain but dirty white gown and, in her arms, clung tight to her chest, was a gray cat.

“Whose gear is on the fritz now?” I scoffed. “You missed an entire kid and her cat.”

“My scanner isn’t faulty. It just didn’t work on picking up their signatures.”

“That’s the literal definition of faulty, Kennex.”

She whispered again, panic in her voice, “You need to run.”

A rope was wrapped around a tree branch and the length of it now tangled in the leaves. She must have used it to climb up since there were no low branches. Smart girl. I nodded. “Kennex, we gotta—”

“I know,” Kennex grunted and held his arms up. “Climb down. We need to go.”

She shook her head and curled up closer to the trunk where the branch she sat on was connected. “I can’t. It’s still out there.”

I tensed, but Kennex was the one to question her words.

“It left, but I know it’ll be back. I can hear it.”

“What exactly is ‘it’?” I demanded.

A low growl carried through the stale air and my blood ran cold. Kennex’s arm fell to his side, hand cannon drawn once more, but I could only turn slowly to face the tree line. He hissed for me to activate my shield but the dread froze me in place.

Something was hiding in the shadows. Though it couldn’t be seen, another growl rumbled from the darkness. It was loud and deep enough to make my heart rattle painfully in my chest. Slowly, a creature stepped into view and took shape.

A wolf, but not. It had died years ago, based on its condition. It’s white fur was patchy and matted on bruised and mottled chunks of skin. The wolf’s front legs, left-sided rib cage, and half its face was missing skin entirely, and its skeleton could be seen. Thick, black ichor oozed from its empty eye sockets and bony mandible, creating a puddle at its paws.

“That’s not… It can’t be…” I started.

“Infusion,” Kennex whispered. The entire clearing smelled of rotting and soured meat. It snarled, matted hackles raised, and I gasped. Kennex fired two bolts of glowing, green plasma from his weapon as it charged forward. He grabbed me by the crook of my elbow and dragged me into action. “Run!”

I sprinted toward the line of trees, Kennex at my heels, and the monster gave chase.
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- EIGHT -

It was said that if a person stared into space long enough, then eventually the void would begin to stare back. Infusions were creatures of nightmares that rose to swallow the light. The battle between Aether and Erebus had supposedly left behind traces of themselves.

Remnants of Aether existed in every Ascendant, and on the flip side of that token, remnants of Erebus existed in every infusion. Wisps of darkness that lingered in the moments before dawn, in the bleakness of space, in the hearts of evil men, and in every damned infusion.

The possessed animal remains had been twisted and warped into deadly beasts who only sought death and destruction. They used to run rampant through the system with no set pattern or criteria on how or when they’d appear. The main responsibility of Ascendants was to fend off the infusions that tried to haunt civilization. I was remiss to admit they had done a fairly decent job as infusion attacks had been rendered nonexistent. The last attack I had seen reported on was years ago on some backwater planet. Infusions had become a ghost story.

As we weaved through the trees, the infusion breathing down our necks, I wished the damned thing had stayed a ghost story. Its existence made no sense. Any animal that lived here had been wiped from the surface centuries ago. It wasn’t as if Diomedes was overrun with a wolf population.

The infusion nipped at my heels, and Kennex blindly fired his weapon behind us. The plasma bolts only managed to singe trees and put a hair of distance between the beast and us.

“I’m going to put my shield into offensive mode!” I yelled, tapping at the broken screen.

“Don’t! It’ll drain your battery!” Kennex barked. “Leave it!”

“What the hells do you mean leave it!? What am I saving my battery for if not this!?”

We took a sharp turn around a bundle of trees, and the infusion slid on the glassy ground trying to follow. It fell on its side, rolling into the trees hard enough to shatter ashen bark, but it recovered quickly. I recognized that Kennex was running back in the direction of the clearing.

“It can’t bank!” he shouted. I was tracking his thought process and followed with no questions.

The clearing was up ahead. Light spilled through the tree branches. Kennex was one step behind me and the infusion was two steps behind him. I burst through the tree line and banked to the right. Kennex mimicked my actions, juking to the left, and the Infusion came barreling out between us, sliding into the clearing with snapping jaws.

Kennex rapidly fired at the beast. Ignoring Kennex’s command, I activated my shield in offensive mode. It burned through more energy this way, but it would allow me a projectile weapon. I used my charged right glove to pull handfuls of plasma from the shield. The plasma energy shifted into a thin, circular disk that I hurled with precision at the infusion. My accuracy was deadly, but it didn’t do much against a creature that was already dead. Kennex’s plasma burned holes in the already rotting flesh, and any slicing wound I created just oozed out more of that foul-smelling ichor.

The infusion charged again, and my heart stopped when I saw it had chosen Kennex to aim for. He continued to fire bolt after bolt, but it didn’t slow the beast. My hand drew the dagger at my thigh, and I was sprinting to Kennex before my mind could catch up to my body. It was automatic. It was instinct.

As the infusion leaped that last bit of distance to attack, I barreled into Kennex’s side. My shield slammed into him hard enough to send him flying with a grunt. I heard him scream my name for only a second before the infusion tackled me back into the darkness of the forest.

I hit the ground, dagger falling loose, and skittering away, but lifted my left arm so the plasma shield separated me from the maw of the infusion. The weakening yellow shield blocked the creature from sinking its teeth into my neck, but it did nothing to deter the monster’s determination. Hot, rancid air invaded my breathing space at its onslaught, the snapping of its jaw mingling with a feral growl that made my ears ring, and the smell of death permeated into my very soul. The infusion used its long, bony claws to try and swipe the shield out of its way, and I struggled to keep it in place. My arms shook in exertion, and I cried out when the shield began to flicker.

“Ari!” Kennex’s voice bellowed. Faintly, I could hear his voice and the discharging of his hand cannon, but nothing was louder than the infusions breathy growls or my pounding heart. Kennex was peppering the beast with plasma bolts, based on the flashes of green just beyond the infusion. The distraction worked just long enough for me to kick my legs up against its chest and push it off to the side.

With a panicked gasp, I tried to scramble away. That instinct I prided myself on failed, fear overtaking my every thought, and my decision to roll over and escape immediately turned sour. Pain overtook every nerve in my body as razor sharp claws raked down the back of my left arm. It tore through my armor as if it were made of paper rather than metal created to endure the dangers of space.

I screamed, guttural and agonizing, as hot blood sprayed out on the glassy ground beneath us. I fell again, automatically lifting my left arm to block the next attack. My dying shield was now nonexistent due to the claws shredding my vambrace.

Black coated teeth came for me, and I turned to the right in a poor attempt to keep my skull out of its jaws. Instead, the infusion’s bite clamped down around my upper, left arm. This time, I couldn’t catch my breath fast enough to scream, and my armor was no barrier to this death-defying wolf. My shoulder pulled from the socket with a disgusting, sickening pop.

Time seemed to slow, the mind-numbing pain made it hard to focus on anything else, but I took the second I had to curse Recluse’s existence. If I hadn’t been trained by him to endure, if he hadn’t spent his free time carving into my skin, then the pain of this moment would’ve knocked me out by now. I could die in peace rather than agony.

The memory of the eerie blade came to me. I recalled tucking it into my belt. My right hand grasped it in a bloody hold. The infusion seemed an unstoppable force, but my stubbornness was the epitome of an immovable object. Unable to quit, I twisted the blade in my hold and drove it up into the apex of its throat. My hand punched through the bit of muscle it still had and I felt the blade shatter through the underside of the infusion’s skull.

In the same way, that bright red blood poured from my arm, black ichor drained from the beast’s new injury and coated me in the oily substance. The wolf tried to shake free, teeth still embedded in my skin, but I held on tight and pushed the blade through further. Suddenly, the grip of its jaw loosened. I remained stuck in its hold, but there was no longer any force behind it. The wolf lost its ability to hold itself up and collapsed. My last breath pushed out when the weight of it landed directly on top of me.

My ears rang, and my body screamed for reprieve. I had taken hits in this lifetime, but by Aether, this claimed the position of absolute worst. The infusion began to rouse. I felt it shift on top of me, and I couldn’t bite back a cry of misery. Not more. I couldn’t take any more.

“Ari? Ari!” Kennex’s voice cut through the fog settling in my brain, as the wolf rolled off me. I loathed the fear I saw painted across his features. Kennex’s hands found my face and I wished more than anything he didn’t have his gloves on. I wanted to feel the warmth of his skin— needed it. “Hang on. Hang on.” Kennex’s voice trembled. A sound I hadn’t heard from him before. He began to wrestle his crossbody bag off himself. “Just hang on for me.”

I coughed. The taste of ichor in my mouth had the same coppery tang of blood but with a sour aftertaste. “Kennex.” I turned my head away from the one hand still cupping my jaw and spat out a mouthful of gunk. With my head turned, I saw my left arm. The degree of the injury made details difficult to make out. Metal and muscle were mangled in a mass of black and red. Trying to hide the agony I felt, I grunted, “I—I don’t think your medigun is gonna—gonna quite cover this.”

“You don’t know how happy I am to hear your attempt at humor right now, Ari.”

I grunted, “Attempt?”

Kennex carefully twisted my forearm and I tried not to wince. Bone ground on bone somewhere, I felt and heard it, but luckily my dislocated shoulder made my arm numb. Small victories. Kennex tapped against the shattered screen of my vambrace, and it only barely flickered to life. He tapped in the emergency code, shared only between us, and my suit fell apart around me. Metal plates clattered away leaving me only in my torn flight suit.

“Open.” Kennex pressed a pain pill past my parted lips.

I crushed the chalky tablet between my teeth and grimaced at the bitter taste. Instantly, the relief hit. Usually, it took a fight to convince me to take one. I’d rather deal with pain than have my entire body feel heavy and numb. This would count as my exception.

Kennex loaded the medigun and sprayed my open wounds. I hissed as packing foam filled the spaces between my torn flesh, but it successfully stemmed the bleeding. While he studied my arm, I studied his face. Features I knew better than my own. His brow was furrowed in concentration, lips downturned in worry, and a rare, scrunched line across his forehead represented his fear. I had every mark on his face memorized from the line of his nose to the dimple on his chin. Kennex had no expression I wasn’t familiar with, or so I thought.

I hadn’t ever seen him this shaken.

I cleared my throat, “My shoulder is dislocated, Kennex. You gotta—”

“I know. I know, Ari. Just lay back and focus on breathing.”

I let my head fall back against the hard ground. I closed my eyes and took a few slow breaths through my nose. The more foam that filled my wound the more the pain ebbed away.

Hands scooped under my body and my eyes snapped open. Kennex mumbled reassurances and helped me sit up. I clenched my teeth, movement bringing back the pain that had briefly left, and braced myself for what was coming. We were not strangers to this, but it was miserable all the same. I gave a small nod and Kennex popped my shoulder back into place. I gasped out a curse.

“You’re okay. You’re fine,” Kennex said. His hand cupped my face. I wasn’t surprised when he rested his forehead against mine. That was familiar. The same couldn’t be said about his lips pressing and lingering between my eyebrows. Not familiar. New.

“Don’t.” Kennex set his forehead back against mine. “Don’t do that.” I mumbled his name. “I can’t… I can’t lose you, Ari. Please.”

I took a shaky breath and cradled the back of his neck with my right hand. Kennex closed his eyes and melted into me. The weight of his body sagged into me, and I treasured the security that came with being tangled together. “You won’t lose me. Promise.” I waited until he opened his eyes again. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me, remember?”

He chuckled, and I reveled in the warmth that came with the slight upward curl of his lips. Kennex seemed content to sit here longer, but I was growing anxious. We were still in the darkness of the forest, and Aether knew if the infusion had friends lurking in the shadows.

“We—We gotta grab that girl and go, Kennex. We gotta get out of here.”

Kennex relented and helped me to my feet. When I found my balance, Kennex hesitantly released me to pack up his gear. I shook free the last few plates of my armor that got caught under my bag.

“Here.” Kennex fished out one of his spare shirts and twisted it into a makeshift sling. I allowed him to fidget with it until he seemed pleased with its state.

While he did so, I stared down at the motionless corpse of the infusion. It was a mess of black soaked fur, rotting muscle, and bone shards. A part of me was waiting for it to rise back to its feet, but it stayed motionless.

Kennex call my name, but I didn’t respond. My eyes caught sight of a glint of burning embers, and I knelt to pull the blade from where it was lodged.

“Is that what you used to kill it?”

“Yeah,” I mumbled and rubbed the side of the metal against my thigh to wipe away the ichor. The glow of those symbols stared back at me, hauntingly. “My dagger got knocked away.”

We were lingering again. I tucked the dagger into the sheath at my thigh. It had been designed for my weapon specifically, but this blade was close enough in size that it stayed secure. I had only taken a step toward the tree line when Kennex saddled beside me and wrapped his arm around me like a crutch.

“So, uh, why the hells was there a fraking infusion on Diomedes?” I asked. “I thought this planet was dead.”

“It is. Nothing can survive the surface without intervention.”

“A wolf had to have lived and died here for an infusion to form.”

“I know. I… I don’t know what to tell you, Ari,” Kennex replied.

I was too miserable to ponder any longer. This was a puzzle to solve once we were back home—safe and sound. We were halfway back to the tree in the clearing when I glanced at Kennex’s stoic features. I chimed, “You think these injuries are gonna scar?”

His face broke out into an actual smile, and I gave a weak one back. As far as I was concerned, there was no reason for the tension right now. Kennex was safe, I was still standing, and the infusion was out of commission. I’d take that as a win any day of the week.

“Recluse is going to be pissed your gnarliest scars are no longer from him,” Kennex joked.

“Here’s to hoping he doesn’t try getting creative to claim that title again.”

The clearing was quiet. I would’ve called it peaceful if it weren’t for the dead acolytes in view and the memory of the infusion’s snapping jaws ringing in my ears. We were nearly back to the tree when whistling echoed around us. Kennex’s steps slowed, mine followed his as I leaned into him, and we both turned toward the sound. A figure adorned in bronze armor swaggered into the clearing at a casual pace. A black cape billowed behind him and dragged against the glassy surface of Diomedes with every step he took.

“Please tell me I’m hallucinating and there’s not an Ascendant in the clearing with us,” I mumbled as dread crawled up my spine again.

“He’s there,” Kennex grunted.

“What’re the chances I sweet talk our way out of being arrested for the deaths of eight acolytes?”

“Low.”

The Ascendant paused in his whistling, and the tension in the air was palpable.
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- NINE -

It didn’t bode well that I knew the name of the Ascendant studying us.

X’ael.

If the rumors were true, he ranked above any other Ascendant at this time. The religious leader of Aether’s Light, the Curator, used him as his right hand. The most recognizable feature about X’ael, other than his noteworthy armor, were his eyes. The color was an unnatural shade of reddish orange, and his pupils were misshapen and elongated—modified. Those were not the natural eyes of a Yarian. Hells, those weren’t eyes any living being should have.

Otherwise, X’ael was a living piece of art. Beautiful, but in a way that set me on edge. The sharp angles of his perfect features made my skin crawl. Not a single strand of his straight, blond hair was out of place as it hung around his shoulders like a curtain.

“State your name and business,” X’ael demanded as he approached.

“We’re just passing through,” Kennex replied.

“That isn’t what I asked.”

Kennex shifted his weight, so I was half-hidden behind him. It left a terrible taste in my mouth. With both of us at our best, going head-to-head with an Ascendant was an abysmal idea. The exhaustion in my bones and the miserable ache in my arm reminded me we didn’t even have those odds. I would be less than useless in a fight.

“We have nothing to do with what is going on here.” Kennex motioned behind us to the dead bodies surrounding the tree. It dawned on me then that the little girl was still hiding among the branches. “My name is Jarrod Tolbert, and this is my—”

“Do not lie to me,” X’ael replied. Kennex attempted to double down on our usual cover story, but X’ael continued. “Venom and Lucky Fox.” I clenched my jaw to bite back a curse. “The security feed on the acolytes’ ship showed your infamous helmets.”

The ship hadn’t been as dead as we thought. It must have had a backup security feed. I scoffed and leaned around Kennex. “Asking is a bit redundant when you already know who we are.”

“I was testing to see if you would cooperate. You failed.”

“We’re willing to cooperate,” Kennex cut in. This time, I stayed behind him. Unless the plan suddenly changed to “annoy the Ascendant by mouthing off” my skill set wasn’t necessary. “We were sent here for a distress signal, but when we arrived they were all dead.”

X’ael stepped closer, and we took a step back. “Am I supposed to take the word of two common criminals?” The urge to respond was overwhelming and, as if Kennex knew I was biting my tongue, he lightly pushed me further behind him with his elbow. “But, as our beloved Aether is forgiving, so I will be.” X’ael smiled but it felt like there were too many pearly teeth to be natural. “Where is the child?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Kennex replied without missing a beat. I found it interesting how Kennex’s scanners and X’ael’s resources both missed the girl. “It’s just us here. We have no children with us.”

“A girl was brought here with the acolytes.” X’ael crept closer. Kennex moved to take a step back, but I braced myself so we stayed in place. If we got any closer to the tree, the chances of the Ascendant spotting the girl through the thick foliage rose.

“Look, Ascendant X’ael,” Kennex bowed his head and spoke with a tone of respect, “I am sorry we cannot be of more help to you, but my partner is injured, and I have to get her back to our ship.”

X’ael chimed in, “I can see the Lucky Fox was not so lucky on this journey.” I found his words to be more irritating than the ache in my shoulder. He chuckled at his own joke, “What happened?”

“She was attacked by an infusion. It—”

“Impossible,” X’ael scoffed. “Ascendants rid the system of their poison some time ago. You are mistaken.”

“I don’t think so,” I replied. “Got a pretty good look at it while it was trying to rip my arm off.”

X’ael tilted his head with a sneer, “If that were true, you’d be dead.”

“I’m halfway there, if you haven’t noticed.” I motioned to my bad arm. “Now, can we please—”

“Where is this infusion then?” X’ael asked and the tone he placed on the word “infusion” was mocking. “I don’t see it.”

Kennex sighed, “Just past the tree line. Go see for yourself.”

“Perhaps, I will.” X’ael glanced over. He glared at us briefly. “Stay.”

The Ascendant strolled toward the forest with the pace of a man who could live forever. Kennex didn’t turn to me until X’ael stepped past the tree line. “Got any ideas?”

“Only bad ones,” I said. He cursed under his breath, and I glanced back at the tree. “Do we just grab the kid and run? We have a head start right now.”

“Even if we can outrun X’ael here on Diomedes, he’ll catch up the second he gets to his ship. We can’t outrun him in space.”

“You don’t even know what ship he has.”

“I know it’s better than Recluse’s shuttle.”

“We could compromise his ship?” I offered. “Make it so he can’t leave the surface.”

“He’ll call out for help. Ascendants will seek us out eventually.”

“Eventually is the keyword there,” I argued. “That’s a ‘tomorrow us’ problem, Kennex.”

Kennex nodded, and we didn’t hesitate any further. I split from him to search the acolytes’ dead bodies for controls to the air pocket we were in. Without my helmet, and with the kid who had no noticeable gear, we’d have to carry the device with us to get to the ship. I found the fist-sized disk, expensive and in good shape, on the third acolyte I searched.

Rising to stand, I saw Kennex had the girl in his arms. A gray blur fell from the tree, and I was startled at the sudden motion. The cat stared up at me. White patches of fur interrupted the monotonous, light gray around its paws, ears, chest, and at the tip of both its tails. The whisker-like antennae that sat between its pointed ears bobbed when it tilted its head.

“Damned cat,” I muttered and scooped it up. We both took off running.

“I am not a cat.” The voice came from the creature in my arms, and I nearly went sprawling. Kennex glanced back at me with wide eyes, but the girl didn’t pick her head up from where it was buried against Kennex’s neck.

“Did that fraking cat just speak?” Kennex huffed.

“Not-cat. The not-cat just spoke.” I replied and struggled to keep up with Kennex’s quick pace. The blood loss was affecting me more than I initially thought.

“His name is Orion,” the girl mumbled. She lifted her head just enough to peek over Kennex’s shoulder, and the fear in her amber eyes nearly tripped me up. “He’ll keep us hidden.”

My brain was too foggy to understand her words. Its sole focus on keeping me upright and moving.

Kennex, however, caught on quickly. He huffed out, “Spark. It’s a spark.”

I blinked in surprise. That was nearly as crazy as an actual talking cat. Sparks were artificial intelligence created to be companions for corporations, cities, and large ships. They were designed to aid in the management of whatever system they were introduced to. I had never seen one in the shape of an animal— especially one so realistic. It looked up at me with shockingly intelligent eyes.

“The Ascendant will not be able to track or see you on his radar. As I have been hiding Reagan, I will hide the both of you as well,” Orion said, and with each word, his blue eyes glowed. That explained why none of us had been able to see the girl with our gear. Unfortunately, it was not the comfort the spark thought it was right now. X’ael didn’t have to track us down. If he had parked his ship near ours and the acolytes, then he knew exactly where we’d be running to.

We sprinted through the dead forest at a speed that was startling considering our situation. There had been no sight or sound of X’ael creeping up behind us, but the shadows of the fossilized trees danced as we barreled through them. Our thundering steps were going faster than each painful beat of my heart and the breaths I managed were shallow. Still, the pain was more subtle than the overwhelming sense of dread clutching to my soul.

When the ships came into view, I could barely find it in myself to feel relieved.

“Almost there,” Kennex chanted out as he had been the entire run. “Come on, Ari. We’re so close. Just a bit more.” The cargo hold’s ramp was down and when my boots hit metal, I thought I could cry. I fell to my knees, the spark flying from my grasp, as I only barely caught myself. “Can you program the ship’s guidance?”

It took a second to realize Kennex wasn’t talking to me. Orion responded, “I can. Where do I need to set it for?”

“Kairon. If you look in the mainframe there are coordinates logged in for a medic named Lain. He can help us,” Kennex blurted. “Get up onto the flight deck with the girl.”

My vision was fading in and out with every breath and it took all my strength not to collapse on the floor. I stayed on my hands and knees, knowing if I fell any further, I might not get back up.

“Ari.” A hand cupped the back of my neck. “Lay down. I’ll be back, and we’ll get you to Lain.”

“Wait,” I gasped but he didn’t. The hand was gone. “Kennex.”

“I have to disable X’ael’s ship.”

I heard the steps rush off the shuttle and forced myself up. No. No, we could fire the shuttle’s turret from the air. Him going to do it in person was an unnecessary risk. I stumbled to the edge of the cargo hold’s ramp just as it rumbled to life. The Diomedes landscape was blurry to me, but, between our ship and the light cruiser, sat a new one—thin, sleek, sharp in angles, and all in shades of black. It couldn’t be built for long-term travel. It was too small to house the resources needed for survival in space.

“Kennex,” I mumbled weakly, but he was too far to hear my arguments. Kennex knew ships better than I. He was always the pilot, and, in the likely circumstances of a breakdown of whatever ship Recluse lent us, it was Kennex who patched it up and got us moving again. It took him no time to pull a protective panel off the outer turbine to reach the wiring and gears, but a glimmer of bronze filled the corner of my eye.

He was too far, too blurry, but the color of his armor was unmistakable against the dreary Diomedes landscape. I opened my mouth to scream out a warning, anything, but my dry tongue was twisted and my voice couldn’t be found. A high-pitched whirring, a cracking sound, like lightning cut through the air, and then Kennex’s voice cried out.

The sound made any ailment handicapping me vanish. It didn’t matter anymore. My pain, my blood loss, my lack of energy, were all second tier. Kennex mattered.

I was sprinting before I could register the movement. Where my vision was blurred seconds ago, now it was all too clear. The sudden intake of sharp and colorful information overloaded my senses.

“Kennex!” I screamed in raspy desperation.

He was half-crouched, struggling to rise, and I dropped to my knees to slide into his side. My good arm wrapped around his waist, and I pushed him to stand. He had a gaping hole in his side where armor was blown outwards as raw flesh bled. Disregarding my injury, I pressed my left hand to the hole in a poor attempt at aid. Warm blood oozed through my fingers.

“You’re okay. We’re okay.” I dragged him with me.

“Ari,” he grunted. “Leave. You have to leave.”

“Not without you. Never without you.”

The same joyful whistling that we had first heard with X’ael’s arrival filled the air again. The cheery tune was haunting as it didn’t match Kennex’s pained breaths or my panicked grunts of distress. It followed behind us, haunted us, as we struggled a few more steps toward our shuttle. We weren’t close, nowhere near it, but I couldn’t stop.

“Almost there,” I lied. “Just keep—keep moving.”

“Ari…” The rest of Kennex’s words were mumbled and unintelligible.

Suddenly, I heard the high-pitched whirring again, but the deafening crack that followed came before I could react. Kennex cried out, a spray of hot blood splattered across my face, and the force sent us both to the ground. Half of Kennex’s weight fell on top of me, and I struggled to get out from under him.

“Kennex!” I couldn’t catch my breath. I tasted blood on my tongue but knowing it was not my own made me blanch. With the whistling drawing near, I flipped Kennex onto his back. I needed to gauge his injuries and get him up. A new hole matched the one in his side, but this one was higher up on his chest. I could see fractured pieces of his shattered ribs and no amount of holding pressure was helping. “No, no, no. Kennex. Kennex?”

Kennex stared up at me, but he wore no signs of pain. After that first injury, he was paler than I had ever seen him, but it was worse now. All the color was gone from his features.

“No.” I shook my head and stupidly tried to block the hole with my bare hands. He was losing blood faster than I had been. “Kennex, please.” His lips were moving soundlessly as his blood soaked into the tape wrapped around my hands. “You’re okay, you’re okay,” I chanted the words trying to will them into becoming the truth. My mind was a flurry. “I—I—”

“Ari…”

I froze and focused on his face rather than his gnarly wounds. Kennex wore the soft smile I knew all too well. I shook my head as his eyes began to droop.

“No. Don’t. Don’t you dare. I promised I wouldn’t leave, now you have to promise too. Kennex!”

Shakily, his hand lifted to press against my cheek. A warm, wetness smeared against my skin. His touch was muted through the thick gloves of his space suit. I lifted my hand to cup over his and held it there.

“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” My vision blurred, and this time it was from tears rather than blood loss. “It was supposed to be me.” Kennex held my gaze, but I couldn’t tell if he was hearing me. “It was supposed to be me. I’m sorry. You deserve better. Please, Kennex.” I shook my head and bit back a vocal sob. “Aether, please, no. Don’t take him from me.”

I watched in horror while every part of the man I knew faded from his eyes. The hand I held to my face grew heavy and limp. I held him tighter despite knowing there was nobody on the other end of this lifeline.

“Don’t leave me,” I begged weakly. My grip on him loosened, and Kennex’s hand fell away from my face—dead weight.

Suddenly, I wished for the pain of that infusion bite to return because it was nothing compared to the hole I felt punched through my chest. The scream that left me was not one I recognized I could make. I fell forward, face pressed to his chest in hopes of hearing the heartbeat I could recognize in a crowd of thousands, only to find silence.
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- TEN -

When we were younger, Kennex and I made a promise to always be partners. No matter the job, no matter who else entered our lives, we’d stay a team. People always assumed my recklessness was a trait born of stupidity, but in reality, it stemmed from confidence in my partner. Rarely did fear find me before a mission. How could I be fearful with Kennex by my side?

I was half convinced this was just a nightmare. With my head lying on his motionless chest, I couldn’t believe anything else. It wouldn’t be the first time I was plagued by a nightmare of losing him. This was the first to feel so real. The firmness of his solid frame, the bitter taste of his blood suffocating me, the coldness in his eyes.

“Wake up, wake up, wake up,” I mumbled under my breath, and Aether as my witness, I wasn’t sure if it was to him or myself.

“What a shame,” X’ael hummed. His voice was only a few feet behind me. “I did tell you both to stay, did I not? If you had simply listened, we would not be in this mess.”

I didn’t think I had room for anything but misery in my heart right now, but I should’ve known better. I always had space for rage.

“Your partner would still be alive. I had no qualms with him. Other than the child, the only interest I had was perhaps you, Lucky Fox.”

My blood boiled under my skin. I glared over my shoulder at the Ascendant.

X’ael had the gall to look smug. “I found the infusion, and I find it interesting that you survived.”

My teeth ground together, and my blood-soaked, taped hands clenched into fists. “You.” I spat the word out. “You killed him.”

“Both of you forced my hand.” X’ael shrugged. He held a plasma rifle in his arms, but it was shaped differently than the ones I had seen. Kennex’s wounds certainly didn’t look like they were caused by plasma energy. He bled too much. X’ael threw the rifle aside and it disappeared in a blink. “So, really, if you want to be technical… you killed him.”

I lunged up with a strength and speed fueled by anger. It took the Ascendant no effort to block and push me to the ground, but I didn’t stay down. The cycle repeated. The sixth time I tried, rather than knock me down, X’ael grabbed me by the throat. I clawed at his armored hands and screamed.

“Behave yourself,” X’ael snapped.

“I’m going to kill you,” I seethed. “If it’s the last thing I do, I will. I swear it.”

X’ael laughed and squeezed tighter on my throat. “You’re amusing.”

The Ascendant lifted his other hand toward me, and golden light bathed us. He dropped me. I blinked away the spots in my vision and stared behind X’ael where Kennex’s body lay in a pool of his blood. His wounds poured light, and after what felt like an eternity, the lights dimmed to nothing.

Kennex sat up with a gasp.

The color was back in his cheeks. Blood still covered him, but where the gaping holes had cut through his armor, I saw his skin shimmering with gold. No wound present. X’ael was muttering in a language I didn’t recognize, but I stared at my now living partner.

“Kennex?” I gasped.

Kennex’s gaze snapped away from his own body to meet mine. He blinked twice before shaking his head. “Ari?”

His eyes fluttered, and he slumped back to the ground, but with an even rise and fall of his chest. “Kennex!” I screamed and tried to reach him. A boot slammed into the side of my face, and I tumbled as my world spun on its axis. My face throbbed and when I lifted my head off the Diomedes’ ground, I spotted X’ael carrying Kennex to his ship. “No. No!”

Out of breath, I pushed to my feet and stumbled after him. The ramp of the small ship lowered, and X’ael set Kennex in a side container jutting out from the wall. I called out Kennex’s name again as X’ael closed a glass lid over his unconscious body.

Before I could reach the ship, X’ael stepped out and grabbed me by the throat once more. This time he lifted me so my toes could only barely brush the ground. I tried to kick out or claw at his face, but the Ascendant didn’t even blink at my attempts at violence.

“As it turns out, you’re less interesting than your partner,” X’ael chuckled. “Funny how that worked out.”

“What did you do to him!?” I screamed.

“Nothing. Aether has blessed him with a gift, and I am very eager to find out why.” X’ael replied. “As I’m sure the Curator will be once we reach Illyarium, and I offer him this news.” X’ael glanced me over and his eyes focused on my injured arm. “Unfortunately, you have reached the end of your journey, Lucky Fox. Diomedes will become your grave.”

“No.” I struggled harder against his hold. “No, you can’t take him.”

“I can, and I will. Do you have anything to offer as a Meraki?”

If I could gasp, I would’ve. Despite everything that had already happened, this was the moment doom took hold of me. Meraki was a rite of remembrance. When a person died, someone carried a piece of the deceased with them. An item their soul could tether to so they wouldn’t be lost in the void. Even the non-religious type took part.

“I swear to pass it along.”

My vision was blackened around the edges, but I refused to lose consciousness.

X’ael’s free hand reached up and found my necklace. He ripped it free. The metal chain tore against my skin as it broke. “This should suffice.”

Hoarse, I hissed, “You can’t take him. You can’t take Kennex from me.” I choked out the next words, “He’s mine.”

“Not anymore.” X’ael threw my necklace aside and, like his weapon, it dematerialized in thin air. X’ael ripped foam dressing from my arm. I screamed in agony as all the wounds Kennex had so lovingly cared for reopened. Flesh tore, and hot blood dripped down my arm. X’ael didn’t stop until all the foam was clean from my injuries, and I was bleeding profusely. “He belongs to Aether now.”

X’ael dropped me. I was lightheaded as the world spun.

I didn’t have the strength to try and hold pressure to my wounds. I couldn’t even find the energy to pick up my head. Sounds grew muffled and all I could hear were my slowing heartbeats. My body vibrated and it took a second to realize it was the ground I laid on that rumbled rather than myself.

My tunnel vision returned as darkness overtook me, and the last thing I saw was the black ship rising into the air before blinking out of existence.
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- ELEVEN -

Irecognized the trees around me. White colored trunks spiraled up to the sky. Their crooked branches, tangling with their neighbors, and covered in thick red leaves. Diomedes. The graveyard of a forest now filled with vibrant life. The glassed surface was gone, replaced with dirt and vegetation in shades of red.

Where I stood, the ground was uneven. To my left, it traveled upward where the trees weren’t so monstrously tall towards a band of light where the forest ended. To my right, the ground sloped deeper into the forest. I couldn’t make any shapes in the darkness. It was a vacuum of nothing. Still, I felt eyes staring back. Quickly, unwilling to explore the depths, I stepped to the light.

A faint whimper made me pause.

Confused, I turned back toward the darkness, but I was no longer alone. Only a few paces away sat a trembling, little girl. Her dark brown hair was barely held together in a messy ponytail by a pink tie with a star-shaped charm. I recognized that tie—the charm specifically. I hadn’t seen or worn it in years.

My eyes widened in disbelief, but I couldn’t help kneeling beside her.

The younger version of myself, no older than seven, sniffled as she attempted to cover a scrape on her knee with a bandage. Bruises littered her skin in a kaleidoscope of purples and healing yellows. Blood crusted around her nostrils and on her lower lip. Her attention drifted to the larger wound on her calf. A gouge that tore through her pants and muscle. I remembered that. Hells, I still had the scar.

My father was not a bad man, but he had been a desperate one.

Gambling had a vise on his mind and heart. It left very little room for me. To have the credits to blow away, he ran con after con and made enemies in every place he visited. My father loved me, but he loved what I could do for him more. According to him, I was his lucky charm, and no plan went wrong when he had me by his side. As a little girl with stars in her eyes and hero worship of her father, it felt like a gift to be useful to him.

This moment, sitting alone, and nursing my injuries, was the first time it had gone sour. The first of many, I should say. Men my father had wronged stole me away as compensation for the credits they had lost. I distinctly remembered them assuring me they meant me no harm, and that I’d be returned as soon as my father came with the credits. Even at that age though, I knew I couldn’t count on him. In the dead of night, I made my escape. Running through the wilderness to get back to town hadn’t been easy, and I paid the cost. I managed to get back to our tiny ship, the only home we had, and found him passed out with a bottle in hand.

When he finally woke up, he claimed it was a miracle that his lucky charm had returned. It hadn’t felt like a miracle to me.

I reached out to touch her as my younger self rubbed her face against her arm— swiping away tears and snot. My hand phased through her small form and she disappeared in a cold mist. I couldn’t stop staring at the spot she had been in. This was a moment I hadn’t thought about in years. As it resurfaced, it felt like a heavy rock in my stomach. I had buried these memories in the back of my mind and never visited for a reason.

A low growl rumbled through the air. Behind me, I faced the infusion. The undead wolf stood only a few feet away. Its muscles, which hadn’t decayed, tense and trembling in anticipation. Its blackened blood still matted its fur and the light of the forest’s exit behind it only made the black splotches more prominent in the white fur. The infusion bared its teeth at me and barked once, the guttural growl deep in its throat. I flinched at the sound.

Black ichor spilled from the empty eye sockets. Within the darkness of the Infusion’s skull though, came a soft glow. Dim at first, then brighter until light poured from where its eyes should be. The infusion opened its maw and flames licked at its teeth and tongue. From the flickering glow housed at the back of its throat came a voice, otherworldly and hoarse, and the words were spoken in a language I did not recognize.

“What…” I stumbled forward a step, curiosity outweighing terror. “What are you?”

The infusion tilted its head in understanding. The flames flickered again.

“A guardian of the dark. A god long dead.”

A hand settled on my lower back, and the recognition of the weight kept me from jumping. I glanced to the side to see Kennex staring down at me. His lips were parted, like words were caught in his throat, and the familiar furrow between his brow told me it was bad news.

“Kennex,” I mumbled. He leaned in, lips to my ear, and whispered. It was technically his voice but it was disjointed and in the same unrecognizable language the infusion had first spoken in. “Wait.” Kennex’s hand slipped away, and he began to walk to light. “Kennex!” He passed the infusion and continued up the slope. I tried to rush after him, but the infusion stood in my path and growled. “Kennex! Kennex, please!” I begged.

He didn’t turn. Kennex walked further and further into the light where I could not follow.

“Please!” I sobbed. “Please don’t leave me! Not you too! Kennex!”

Kennex disappeared into the light. The infusion let out another bark, and when my eyes met the beast’s, it lunged.
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- TWELVE -

Istartled awake.

With a ragged gasp, aching for breath, I sat up, and scanned for the Infusion. My heart pounded painfully behind my ribs until I registered the infusion as a nightmare. I was alone.

The room was familiar. The bed I laid on, with worn out blankets, was one I knew well. Four metal walls and a matching floor. A wooden dresser, one drawer missing as we had found it, pushed into the corner and overflowing with clothes. This wasn’t home, but it was close enough.

Kairon.

Early in our careers, we realized anything we brought to Acheron was subject to be taken by Recluse whether it was meant for him or not. The only solution was to find a storage facility where our stash could stay hidden. Since there wasn’t a corner of Acheron that Recluse didn’t know of, we were forced off the port entirely. Kairon was a tiny colony established on an asteroid by Kharees rather than Illyarium. Both Inner Orbit worlds, but very different in every other way. For one, Kharees still sent supplies this far out in the system for the people who called this colony home. Kairon wasn’t far from Acheron and had been the perfect location for Kennex and me to hide anything we didn’t want Recluse getting his grubby paws on.

Kennex.

I stared at the empty spot beside me. Memories of a pale, blood-soaked Kennex, and one filled with golden light bounced back and forth through my mind. It was dizzying. A wave of nausea overcame me, and I leaned over the edge of the bed to spill out my stomach’s limited contents.

What in the hells had happened?

My confusion numbed my mourning. Kennex was an… an Ascendant? No. I didn’t like the connotations that came with that word. Kennex was not one of them. He’d never be one of them. He was just… not dead. That was something to celebrate, right?

“Ari?”

A man’s voice had me lifting my gaze to the door, foolishly hopeful, but when it slid open it wasn’t Kennex standing there looking for me. I didn’t know why I thought it would be. Instead, it was Lain staring down at me in shock. He wore the white gowns of a medical professional. The color crisp against his dark skin. His thick, black braids twisted up into a bun that left the gold rings pierced into his pointed ears visible. A clear sadness colored his gold eyes.

“Lain?” I gasped raggedly. “Where—How—” My voice caught in my throat, and I had to start again. “What happened, Lain? I don’t understand.”

“Take a deep breath, Ari,” Lain commanded and I attempted to do so but it came out shaky. He stepped into the bathroom off the side of the room and came back with a towel to clean my vomit. Lain picked up a glass of water from the bedside, that I hadn’t even noticed, and ordered me to drink. “You’re safe. You’re on Kairon.”

“I know that.” I finished the water. “But I don’t get how I—” I flinched as an ache filled my head. “Lain…”

“A lot has happened.” The medic sat down on the side of the bed. “Reagan and Orion were hailed me using your shuttle, and I came to pick the three of you up.” I blinked in confusion before it dawned on me. Reagan and Orion. I knew those names. The girl and the spark.

“You were in poor condition. To be honest, I’m not sure how you survived that amount of blood loss.” At his words, I glanced down at my left arm which was covered in clean bandages. “I used a suture wand to close your injuries. Reagan said a monster tried to eat you? I’m afraid I didn’t quite understand her.”

“Infusion,” I sighed. “It was an infusion.”

“But that’s—”

“If you say impossible, I will punch you, Lain.” I snapped. Lain sealed his lips tightly and I sighed. “Kark. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I…”

Lain nodded. “I know. It’s all right, Ari. You’ve been through a lot.” He paused before shaking his head. “Can you tell me what happened to Kennex? Reagan and Orion didn’t see. They said Ascendant X’ael was there, but after his ship left, they could only find you.”

“He died.” I breathed out and Lain flinched. “But he didn’t stay dead.”

“Pardon?”

I rubbed my face with my right hand. “I don’t know, Lain. It just—He—Kennex died. I watched him die in my arms. His heart stopped and…” Pained, I closed my eyes. For the rest of my life, the memory of the light leaving Kennex’s eyes would haunt me. “But then he came back. Just like an Ascendant would.”

“Are you… are you sure you’re not mistaken?” Lain asked carefully. “You did lose a lot of blood.”

“I know how it sounds,” I argued, “but that’s what happened. X’ael flew away with Kennex. Said he planned to take him to the Curator on Illyarium.”

As the words left my mouth, it hit me. I might not have known what was happening or understood the situation itself, but I knew where Kennex would be. Illyarium. I moved to stand and Lain tried to stop me.

“You need to rest.”

“No. What I need is a shower, a meal, and a ship.” I shook my head. “That screwhead Ascendant already has a head start, but I can get to Illyarium easily enough.”

“Ari.”

“Lain.”

The medic held my gaze for a moment before sighing. He motioned toward the bathroom and urged me to be cautious. I gave him a quiet thanks. The bathroom connected to the room was as small as the rest of the space. Rushed, I peeled off the torn undersuit I still had on. Lain had cut off my sleeve to access my wounds. Not that it mattered. This gear was unsalvageable. I turned on the hot water and stepped into the spray while simultaneously peeling off the bandages on my arm.

The water splashing around my feet tinted pink as I carefully scrubbed at the dried blood. It was everywhere—caked in my hair, crusted on every inch of my skin, stuck under my nails. There wouldn’t be enough soap or water in the worlds to rid myself of the blood stained against my skin. I wondered if I’d ever look at my hands and not picture sixteen wraps of tape soaked with Kennex’s blood.

By the time I turned the water off, every surface of the bathroom was covered in warm condensation. I rolled my shoulders and winced at the burn in my left. Lain sutured the gaping wounds but my skin, from collarbone to fingertips, was bruised purple, black, and red. It took all my strength to not linger on the thought that I’d be useless until my arm healed.

After carefully drying myself, I used my towel to wipe at the fog collected on the mirror and froze at my reflection. Bruising colored my right eye and the bridge of my nose and it formed the shape of a hand against my neck. More striking than that, my hair was not the color it had been. Brown replaced with white. I ran my hand through it, expecting the color to wipe away but it remained.

“What the frak?” I murmured.

Staring into the mirror any longer wasn’t going to solve anything, and I was wasting the limited time I had. I rushed out of the bathroom, stumbling, and dug through my drawers for clothes. I moved on autopilot and the only deviation, the only conscious decision I made, was pulling on one of Kennex’s shirts. The plain, navy item sat baggy on my frame, but it smelled like him.

“Ari?” Lain called for me again. I took one last steadying breath and left the semblance of security my bedroom offered. Our stash house was two storage containers pushed together. One was used as storage while the other was turned into a makeshift bedroom and bathroom.

The second half of the stash house was mostly shelving covered in random objects we found interesting and backup gear. However, we did have a small fridge pushed into the corner by a worn-out couch, and much closer to the bedroom door was a table with two chairs. None of it matched, just pieces of furniture collected over time.

“Feel any better?” Lain asked. He sat at one of the two chairs with a travel box of food on the table. He must have gone out. I spotted Reagan, still wearing the long white dress we’d found her in, passed out on the couch.

“I feel clean.” Not better. I motioned to my hair. “You got an explanation for this?”

“I thought perhaps you had dyed it again,” Lain said. I shook my head with a muted scoff and sat down in the chair in front of Lain. I had dyed my hair orange a few years ago, but it was short-lived. “I’ve heard of hair losing color during times of stress, but typically it’s a gradual thing. The only sudden change I could imagine due to stress is hair loss.”

I snorted and took a big bite of the sandwich Lain brought. “Yeah, well, I’m gonna be pissed if I go bald.”

Lain allowed me to get halfway through the meal before speaking up. “I don’t mean to pry, Ari. I know you’ve been through a lot, but Reagan and her spark were not overly forthcoming.” Considering what the poor girl had been through, that was hardly shocking. “Can you walk me through it from the start? I’d like to understand.”

I glanced over to Reagan on the couch. Her features twisted in distress. The poor girl couldn’t even find peace in her sleep. Between bites, I walked through the horrors with Lain and tried to ignore the guilt that gnawed at me. If we had left when Kennex wanted to, none of this would have happened to us. When I finished, Lain stared at me. I nodded, “What?”

“Eight dead acolytes in total?”

“Yes.”

“An infusion?”

“Correct.”

“And an Ascendant?”

“Yeah,” I finished the last bite of the sandwich. “That’s a good summary of the worst day of my life.”

“Ari, that’s… Ari.” Lain breathed out my name in shock.

“I’m aware of how it sounds.” I found myself glancing over Lain’s shoulder again to check in on Reagan. This time, Orion was already staring in my direction. The spark tilted his head, and his ears twitched. I looked back to Lain. “Have you ever heard of someone becoming Ascendant outside of Aether’s Light?”

Lain’s eyebrows furrowed. That was answer enough.

“Right. What about—”

Lain raised a hand to halt my words, muttering under his breath in his rough dialect of Khareesian, then shook his head. “You know my knowledge of Aether’s Light is superficial at best.”

Lain was a devout disciple of the Age of Illumination— a Khareesian movement centered around the betterment of the system through the advancement of technology and science. Followers of Aether’s Light had faith, and the disciples had reason and logic. It put them in direct opposition to the religious ideals of the Curator and his Ascendants. “We need to focus on you.”

“Me?” I pointed to myself.

“Your arm,” Lain clarified and I glanced down at the damage, “the injuries are extensive.” Lain pushed to stand from the table. “I need to fetch some supplies from my office. I want to re-wrap your arm.”

I mumbled an acknowledgment as Lain turned to leave the stash house. In the silence that followed his absence, I pinched the bridge of my nose and sank into my seat with a sigh. My mind was a jumbled mess, a whirlwind of guilt and confusion, and the second my eyes closed I was bombarded by flashes of Kennex.

Too pale skin, too red blood, too bright light.

Unable to spend even a second mulling it over, I opened my eyes to find Orion sitting on the table in front of me. I jumped and cried out in surprise.

“Scrap!” I huffed. “Fur ball, what the hells?”

“I have questions for you,” Orion blurted. “Upon further research, I have seen—”

“Whoa, whoa, stop.” I waved a hand and then pointed accusingly at him. “If anybody gets to ask questions it’s me.” Orion opened his mouth to speak, but the look I shot him had his jaw clamping shut once more. He huffed and nodded once. “What exactly happened on Diomedes?”

“I don’t know what—”

“Nope,” I interrupted. “I know you know something, and I want to hear it.”

Orion was silent for too long. His whiskers twitched, his two tails swaying, and those unblinking, glowing blue eyes stared back at me. When he did speak, his eyes burned brighter— the color cold and pained. “Reagan was raised in the Court of Aether. She has been there since she was an infant.”

“Why would a kid be raised there?” I scoffed. The capital world of Illyarium was broken up into eight sectors total, not counting the rings, and in Sector One was the Court of Aether. It was exactly as it sounded. The Court was where Ascendants were chosen and trained, where ceremonial services for Aether occurred, and where the Curator resided. The man who hand-picked each Yarian to ascend and then led them out through retirement. If that wasn’t enough power, he was also the head of Illyarium’s High Council. I couldn’t imagine a poor child being raised in the Court. I’d choose the maw of the Infusion again, quite honestly.

“From my understanding of what the acolytes have said in the past, several children, born of Yarian women, were gathered, and the Curator chose a child to be raised in the Court. Reagan was the child selected,” Orion said. “The goal was to raise her to be a priestess. That is what she was told.”

“Aether’s Light doesn’t have priestesses,” I argued then paused. “Do they?”

“They do not. Reagan was to be the first.”

“I’ve never heard about any of this.”

“The acolyte who raised Reagan stated it was to be secret until her training was complete and she would then be introduced to the masses.”

“And instead, they took her to Diomedes to what? Be sacrificed?”

“That seems to be the case.” He glanced over at Reagan. “They tore her away from me.” He let out a sigh that sounded very organic for an artificial creature. “Trapped me on the ship and left. When I finally managed to break free, I gave chase, but they had already begun.” My eyes widened as he continued. “The seven other acolytes were chanting, Reagan was tied…” he paused. “When it was all done, I rushed forward to chew away Reagan’s restraints and helped her climb the tree. The infusion arrived not long after.”

“Did you say… chanting?” I didn’t even have a guess as to why the Curator and his acolytes brought a girl to Diomedes to be killed. However, the more details that came to light the worse it got. “Do you know what they were chanting?”

“Why does that matter?”

“How could it not?” I scoffed. “You think the words those screwheads were saying right before they died, right before they tried to kill the girl, are inconsequential?”

Orion narrowed his eyes at me. He glanced over at Reagan once more before facing me again. “I do not know. My translation software does not include Otri.”

“Otri.” I thought aloud then cursed. “A spell. It was a fraking spell. They were using magik.” I felt like an idiot for not connecting the dots before being mauled. The signs had all been there. “Kark.”

“Impossible,” Orion argued. “The use of magik energy is strictly forbidden by Illyarium law and, by the definition of Aether’s Light, it is viewed as a sin.”

“Right, because there’s no way the Curator and his acolytes are hypocrites.” The spark gave me a skeptical look. “Look, I’m just analyzing the information I have in front of me. Why else would a bunch of Yarians be chanting in Otri??”

“As it is forbidden, and Otradu is not connected to the yCW,” The spark referenced the collection of system-wide information and communication linking most of the worlds. “I have no further information on magik. I don’t understand your claim.”

I only had small hints of knowledge, and it had been a decade since I’d give then bitter topic any thought. I had heard tales of a mystical energy born on Otradu. Magik. It could do wonderful and terrible things, and it came at a deadly cost for anyone not of Otradu descent.

“How do you fit into all this? How does a little girl raised in the Court come across a spark?”

“I was a gift,” Orion answered, “from an acolyte. I have been with Reagan since she was three.”

That explained why Orion was so protective. It still seemed unusual for artificial intelligence to feel so strongly about anything, but I wasn’t well-versed in sparks or what they were or were not capable of.

“And how old is she now?”

“Eight.”

I let out quiet scoff.

“I must implore you to answer my questions now.” Orion demanded. Annoyed, but too tired to argue, I motioned to him with my hand. “The Ascendant referred to you as Lucky Fox and the medic gave me your name. Arienna Barlow.”

“Ari,” I corrected automatically.

“I did further research while you were unconscious.” Orion continued. “You and your partner are criminals. You are wanted by the law.”

“Gonna be wanted by more than just the law now,” I mumbled to myself. Recluse had to be losing his mind. Our deadline to return was nearing, and we weren’t back. It was only a matter of time before he came looking.

“What are your intentions with Reagan?”

“I’m sorry?”

“You were sent to retrieve her, were you not?”

I shook my head. “We had no idea Reagan existed.” An involuntary flash of anger laced my words. “We were sent after a distress signal and found it with a dead acolyte on that damned ship.”

“What?” a tiny voice squeaked.

My head snapped to the side to see Reagan standing within earshot. She must have woken and drifted over. Orion hopped off the table to reach her. I mentally cursed. It hadn’t been my intention to traumatize the girl. The spark tried to console her, but Reagan whimpered, “Who was it?”

“Reagan,” Orion pleaded.

Her wide, amber eyes stayed glued to me and I sighed, “I… I don’t know, kid.”

“Was it a lady?” Reagan asked and I nodded. Her lower lip trembled and she bit down on it before clarifying, “Where was she?”

Orion tried to convince her to come with him to the couch to rest more. She refused to budge, and I chimed up, “She was… She was in your room.”

Reagan’s eyes filled with tears and I winced. Orion corralled the girl away. As if I didn’t have enough guilt hanging heavy on my shoulders. To keep from collapsing in on myself like a dying star, I went to search through the shelving units for my backup gear.
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- THIRTEEN -

Nostalgia ended up being my saving grace.

Tucked away on the shelf, as a keepsake, was the first set of gear I used in my career as Lucky Fox. The gear had been saved only for memory’s sake. My new updated gear was lightyears ahead of it. The pauldron wasn’t any bulkier than what I was now used to, just heavier, and the helmet anchor was fairly routine. As for the vambrace, I knew this edition didn’t have the plasma shield protocol I had adopted into my working style—that would be detrimental, but desperation won over disappointment.

I cleaned and fine-tuned the gear to pack away. After Lain returned to care for my arm, I’d be finding a way off this colony world. As I ensured the pieces were synced with one another, Reagan wandered to the table with Orion lingering by her feet.

“What’re you doing?” she asked meekly.

“Checking my gear.” Reagan lingered and I cleared my throat. “You hungry or something?”

She shook her head, heavy curls whipping about. “Mr. Lain brought me food earlier.”

“Okay,” I replied, unsure of what else to say. Reagan rested her hands on the table and I spotted the gauze bandages wrapped around each of her wrists. Lain must have taken care of her rope burns. She blinked at me. “You need something else?”

Reagan shook her head and didn’t budge. Irritation rubbed at my already frayed nerves. The girl was probably seeking comfort, but I had none to give. She wasn’t the only one whose entire existence had fallen to shambles. I was also dealing with the aftermath of my life imploding. The longer her amber eyes bore into me the more the color shifted to resemble Kennex’s blood on my hands.

With a huff, I marched back to the bedroom. Nearly everything I would need on my travels was laid neatly on the table ready to be packed except my thigh holster which was buried in the wreckage of my undersuit. Digging it out, I realized the sheath still housed the eerie dagger.

The markings on the blade glowed like dull embers. It felt unusual in my hand. As if it were a black hole, the dagger had an unseen pull to it. Staring at it reminded me of staring into the never-ending bleakness of a starless night. Infinite, endless. A void.

Reagan calling out my name startled me and I looked away from the hypnotizing dagger. She stood in the doorway with a familiar, red jacket clutched in her arms.

“You have my jacket,” I blurted. I assumed it had been left behind on Diomedes when Lain came to pick us up in his own small shuttle. Tearing my eyes away from my jacket, I noticed Reagan’s gaze locked onto the dagger in my hand. Her features morphed into terror. Quickly, I tucked the blade away. “Hey.” Reagan focused back on me. “My jacket?”

Reagan shuffled forward and held it out. “I got cold, and Orion told me to wear it. Then Mr. Lain told me it was yours when he came.” I took the jacket, and she averted her eyes. “We grabbed the other one too. Mr. Lain, he, uh, he hung it up.”

“Thanks.”

Everything was wrong, my world was spiraling down a drain, and I felt tilted on my axis, but this helped. Knowing our jackets were here, waiting for us, brought me an odd comfort. An awkward silence filled the space. I recalled the stuffed toy I had found and knelt to grasp my bag. The second it was freed from its confines, the girl gasped.

“Chi-Chi!”

“Here.”

Reagan hesitated until I gave her an encouraging nod. She snatched it to hug to her chest. The relief on her face said she shared my sentiments surrounding comfort items. Reagan rushed out of the room, calling out the spark’s name, and I exited with my bag, holster, and jacket. The girl was showing off the toy to Orion away from the table. Hopefully, that’d keep her occupied. I strapped my holster around my thigh, and when I realized Kennex’s shirt fell to cover it I quickly tucked it in. The door’s lock beeped and slid open. I greeted Lain while folding the shirt’s sleeves up higher than where they sat above my elbows.

“Do not put on your gear,” Lain called out.

“Who said I was gonna?” I asked, knowing full well that was my plan.

“You wear your pauldron and vambrace on your left arm, do you not?” Lain set his bag on the table among my gear, and I didn’t respond. He nodded. “That’s what I thought. You have to keep them off until you heal a bit more.”

I scoffed. “I need the suit, Lain.”

“It is your decision at the end of the day, but it will hinder your healing,” he replied. Lain ruffled through his bag to pull out supplies, and I forced myself to sit.

I’d be useless to Kennex if I got an infection and lost my arm over this. It was a miracle it was still attached, to begin with. “I placed the sutures not long ago, so I am simply going to apply medicine and bandage it.”

I nodded. While Lain applied an ointment-like substance to my arm, making the jagged wounds glossy, I studied the new lines decorating my skin. When the injury first occurred, it was hard to see where one began and another ended. The upper half of my arm had multiple puncture wounds in the shape of a large bite but the tearing motion of the attack made it difficult to distinguish. My lower arm, had four long tears through the skin from the monster’s claws that started at my inner elbow and swiveled around to the back of my wrist. I counted the sutures in my head—twelve, twenty-one, twenty, and fifteen.

As if Lain knew the topic of my thoughts he hummed, “Stitching you up was difficult. Whatever attacked you—”

“An infusion.”

“—it did a lot of damage,” Lain finished. He set aside the ointment and wrapped a roll of clean bandages around the injuries. “In a few days, I can recheck how it looks. This will need close follow-up.”

I furrowed my brow and pulled my arm away from him. Lain had mostly finished anyway. “What do you mean in a few days?”

“You need to wear this.” Lain ignored my question and pulled out a sling from his bag. “There is a lot of bruising around your shoulder. I assume the joint was dislocated and Kennex put it back in place.”

I snatched the sling from him. Usually, I’d argue this point further, but my mind was on another topic. To settle this debate, I slid on the sling and then shook my head. “Answer my question, Lain.”

“Why is there a question at all?” He sighed. “Your injuries are extensive, Ari, you need—”

“I’m not staying here,” I snapped. “I have to go after Kennex.”

“If what you said was true,” Lain spoke slowly and I fumed at his doubt, “then it sounds like Kennex is beyond your help.” My eyes widened and it felt like someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over me. “He’s a lost cause, Ari. Chasing after him is a suicide mission.”

I shot him a glare. “You’re wrong.”

“What is your plan exactly? To go to Illyarium? Find the Curator in the Court of Aether and demand him back?”

“Maybe.”

“It’s a fool’s errand.” Lain placed a sullen emphasis on his words. “I’m sorry to say it. I will miss Kennex. He was a good friend—”

“Stop talking about him like he’s gone!” I yelled and stood. “Kennex is fine. I’m going to get him back.” Lain shook his head, avoiding my gaze, and it infuriated me further. “Stop shaking your head at me. You’re wrong, Lain. I’m gonna find him, bring him back, and then you’ll see.”

Lain locked his jaw and his gaze hardened. “Even if you were to find Kennex, neither of you would be welcome here any further. Not if you’re with him.” I scoffed, and Lain’s eyes filled with disdain. “You know how I feel about Ascendants.”

I leveled my own glare in his direction, “Yeah, I do, because I feel the same way. We bonded over it, for Aether’s sake. What is wrong with you?! This is Kennex we’re talking about!”

“You never liked them for their attitudes and egos,” Lain snapped. “But I do not like them because they defy the laws of nature. What they are is… unnatural. Given an origin of either a pretentious religious belief or some inexplicable version of unknown energy aptly named ‘magik’.” Lain scoffed. “Ascendants are the antithesis of science, and I will not associate with them.”

I was too shocked at his opinion to fully respond. Dumbly, I just repeated myself, softer than I preferred my voice to be, “This is Kennex we’re talking about, Lain.”

“No. You’re mistaken. Kennex is not who he was.” Lain seemed more than wary. There was actual fear in his eyes. He shook his head. “Not anymore.”

It felt like someone had opened an airlock. All the oxygen in my body was sucked out and I reeled in shock. Kennex was Kennex. He’d always be my partner. My heart, soul, and mind had no other classification for him. I was unable to imagine him as anything other than the person I relied on. Ascendant? No. He may have revived from the dead, may have been bathed in golden light, but he was not one of those bloated, egotistical, wannabe gods.

He was still Kennex. He had to be.

“Get the hells out.” I pointed to the door behind him. Confusion and annoyance melted into an anger that couldn’t stay bottled inside of me.

Lain’s statement may have introduced the seed of doubt in my head, but it wouldn’t place its roots. I refused to let it.


[image: ]

- FOURTEEN -

Lain left with no further argument or explanation. Only after he was out of sight did I realize my mistake. Too stupid or impatient to think ahead, I was now stuck with the girl and her spark. Regardless of Lain’s opinion, I was certain I could’ve guilted him into at least aiding Reagan. I sat on the side of my bed trying to get my thoughts in order.

To be the most efficient version of myself, I had to find a place for Reagan and Orion. They’d slow me down, and I wasn’t in the mindset to accept any responsibilities beyond the care of myself. All Reagan needed was someone to hide her in the recesses of Wild Space. It was all too easy to get lost out there—purposefully or accidentally.

I could call in a favor from some other task runner, but the risk of them going back to Recluse was too high. We had respect between us, not trust—two very different things in this field.

Just leaving her here wouldn’t work. Recluse never had reason to search for our stash house, but once we were classified as missing he’d use every resource at his disposal to find Kennex and I. It’d only be a matter of time before he came to Kairon. As I rolled these bad options around in my mind the clock continued to count down. The distance between Kennex and me only grew with every second I wasted.

I stood as Orion bounded in. “We are going with you.”

“No,” I said. “I’m gonna find someone to take you guys… somewhere.” Orion looked displeased and I scoffed. “Look, furball, I can’t get involved in this any further, and it’ll be dangerous to come with me.”

“No more dangerous than what we have already faced.” Orion leaped onto the bed. “Placing our trust in you rather than someone new to this precarious situation seems to be the best decision.”

“Nope. Wrong.” I shook my head. “Placing your trust in me might be the worst thing you could do.” I took another step to the door. “Just give me a minute to— to think, and to make some calls.”

Orion tilted his head. “You plan to chase after your partner. I can be of assistance.” I froze in place. Orion didn’t speak again until I faced him. “More than likely, Kennex is being taken to the Court of Aether.” That was what X’ael had hinted at. “Getting into the Court is not an easy feat, but I know a way in.”

“Really?” I asked.

“I have spent the last five years exploring the Court with Reagan. I know the security system in place, the schedules of the Ascendants who guard its halls, and I have codes to doors that you’d otherwise not know exist.”

My choices weren’t great. I didn’t like the idea of babysitting. Especially, since I knew the Curator and his lackeys were going to be looking for her. Knowing Recluse would be on the search for Kennex and I was bad enough. All that aside, if Orion was telling the truth, this information could give me the edge I needed.

“All right, what exactly do you want?” I demanded. “Just to tag along?”

“No.” Orion shook his head. “I need you to deliver us to a bounty hunter in Tyhali.” I blinked in shock at the spark’s request. Was he out of his artificially intelligent mind? “One of the ‘Seven Jewels’, Tyhali is located on Pykail in—”

“I know where Tyhali is!” I snapped. My hand lifted to hold the side of my face in disbelief. “Just give me a minute. I’m trying to puzzle out if I heard you right or if I’m hallucinating.”

Orion nodded. “I will give you a singular minute.”

“Start from the top, fur ball. A bounty hunter? Why—”

“Prior to the incident,” Orion refused to say “attempted sacrifice,” and I didn’t blame him. “The acolyte caring for Reagan confided in me. She had a plan. I wish she had told me from the start as I could have aided her and—”

“Not-cat. Get to the point.”

“She wanted to take Reagan away from the Court. Escape.” I raised an eyebrow. This acolyte meant more to the girl than I had initially assumed. That explained her reaction. “The guise of the trip to Outer Orbit was a trip to Caegra.” It seemed especially cruel to tell the girl she was going to the luxurious vacation world only to take her to be sacrificed on Diomedes instead. “Upon return from the trip, she was going to take Reagan to Pykail. The bounty hunter she was in communication with from the Fallen Stars sect resides there.” Orion provided, and I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “The price has already been paid. We simply need passage.”

“Is there a reason I’m only hearing about this now? Why didn’t you mention any of this earlier?”

Orion tilted his head. “Above all else, my priority is Reagan’s safety. Up until this point, you didn’t need to know. Now, to ensure she gets to a safe place, I had to make you aware of this knowledge.”

I rubbed my jaw, then shook my head. “I’ve never heard of that sect.”

“I was unaware you were familiar with every bounty hunting sect in the system.”

I pointed at him. “Keep up the sass and see how far it gets you, furball.” The spark had the gall to roll his eyes at me. “How come this hunter isn’t coming to pick her up himself?”

“That was never the plan. As far as I know, they aren’t aware Reagan is out here. I am seeking out a way to contact the sect or the hunter, but in the meantime, I do not wish to stay stationary with Reagan in one location for too long,” Orion said. I crossed my arms and let the idea bounce around in my head. Orion added, “That is the offer. I will aid your journey into the Court if you get Reagan to this hunter.”

I needed what the spark was offering me. I thought Orion was foolish for trusting a hunter with the kid, but that wasn’t my problem. I wasn’t getting involved further in this mess. I’d deliver the kid and be done with it.

“Deal,” I said. Orion chirped his agreement, and I added. “How close are you to getting in touch with this group?”

“Closer than I was when I started.”

Orion bounded out of the room and I stood in the doorway watching him share the news with Reagan. Everything the spark shared with me rang in my gut like a trap. Reagan smiled at me, and I waved back in acknowledgment.

The decision to go after her on Diomedes was mine. Kennex and I had saved her, and for the time being that made her my responsibility whether I liked it or not. At least until I got her into the hands of another and away from the Curator and his acolytes.

Besides, I was moving in that direction anyway. Pykail was the first planet of the Meridian System and Illyarium was one world away. This would actually be one of my more efficient plans.

I could find Kennex and get rid of the girl all in one trip.
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- FIFTEEN -

Iwas lucky.

Enough so that the title followed me. I was my father’s lucky charm, and Recluse’s Lucky Fox. Nothing about my circumstances would be considered lucky by a stranger. My childhood was spent sacrificing parts of myself for love only to end up in Acheron where the best status a person could have was desolate, Recluse carved into my skin often enough to be considered scheduled, and I spent a better part of my life as an active participant in a fight. So, understandably, I could see how the nickname sounded ironic.

My luck had always been a different kind.

My luck was having just enough charge in my energy shield to get out of a mess. It was a bounty hunter’s plasma weapon jamming in my face as they tried to pull the trigger. It was guessing the right path when sprinting from enforcers in a settlement I’d never visited before. It was having a second blade tucked into my belt when a monster from a ghost story had its teeth buried in my arm.

Right now, I felt none of that luck.

As I walked, left arm in a sling, I let my fingers run over the ridges of the token weighing heavy in my jacket pocket. It felt like years since I stole it off the altar. Eons. Yet, only a measly seventy-two hours had passed.

Taking from the altar was bad luck. Kennex had warned me. As usual, impulse overshadowed my sense. Knowing myself, even if I had thought through the consequences of my actions, I would’ve taken the token regardless. If given the choice of spite, it became my default. Maybe this string of unfortunate events was fated. Inevitable.

I was bound to run out of luck eventually.

“Are we really going to fly on one of these ships?” Reagan trailed behind me. Massive, shining crafts surrounded us on the dock. Creations of innovation, beasts of metal and technology, all decorated in sharp, vibrant colors. Reagan admired them, wide-eyed and curious.

The shuttle service brought us to the Port of Lordella, a travel hub a day away from Kairon. Recluse was surely looking for us now. I considered reaching out to Acheron. Recluse’s mood always reflected in the community. However, the last thing I needed was to create a trail or involve anyone else.

“What about that one?”

Reagan pointed to an elaborate carrier docked to our left. The silver and electric blue behemoth of machinery was a newer model built for luxury cruises. Even from the dock below, I could see boarded passengers being served by the staff on the viewing decks.

“No.” I glanced at her. “Stay close.”

Lordella was overflowing with travelers of different shapes and sizes. Illyarium may have been the ones to put up the costs of creating ports like this, but this far in Outer Orbit, the crowds were a colorful mix of people and species. It was a scene I knew well. The same couldn’t be said for Reagan. I caught her staring at those we passed with the same awe and surprise that she gave the ships.

It wasn’t until the little girl whispered, much too loud, a curious comment about a Rikilian’s crown of horns that I realized the issue needed addressing. The Rikilian whipped his head in our direction and Reagan gasped again when she saw his horned nose. Ivory white against the red backdrop of his thick skin. The Rikilian grunted in annoyance, and I grabbed Reagan’s arm to drag her along before an argument started.

“You don’t comment on their horns.”

“Why not?”

“It’s rude.”

“But why?”

“Because it—” I stopped and shook my head. “Look, I know you’re just a kid, but at your age, you should still know better.”

Reagan’s features fell at the light scolding. Seeing her wilt, it occurred to me that her upbringing had been far from normal. Illyarium was a sheltered place, and I assumed the Court was more so.

I sighed, “Have you ever seen a Rikilian before?”

Reagan looked nervous to speak up, but she finally managed to squeak., “Is… Is that who the man with the horns was?”

“Well, yeah.” I nudged her to walk. “He’s Rikilian. I’m Yarian.” Reagan was gazing up at me in rapt attention. “And you’re part Khareesian, aren’t you?” She stared blankly, and I nodded toward her. Reagan’s eyes were a dead giveaway. Only a person from Kharees had eyes that glowed. The lack of pointed ears hinted at mixed genetics. “Like Lain. Am I right?”

“Oh.” Reagan blinked. “I think so. I know my mommy was Yarian. But, uh, the acolytes didn’t tell me a lot about my daddy. The only stuff I know is what Orion told me.”

“Her father is a native of Kharees. He was an engineer. That is all I know,” Orion’s muffled voice spoke from the zipped book bag I had stuffed him into.

Reagan beamed at the spark’s confirmation. She attempted to readjust the bag on her shoulders, too big to sit well, and Orion’s bulk continued to fight her. I grasped the top handle and held the weight of it so she could squirm and straighten the simple but oversized clothes I had provided her.

Reagan chirped in appreciation, and I let go. The spark yowled at the sudden drop. I readjusted my bag and scrunched my nose in irritation at the ache that flared in my left shoulder. I felt useless. I kept the sling to prevent any further strain, but it was becoming unbearable. The only bit of gear I wore was the helmet anchor latched to my ear and it wasn’t nearly enough to bring me comfort.

The first four docks of Lordella were filled with expensive carriers I barely gave a second glance. The captains of those luxury vehicles wouldn’t appreciate someone of my status crawling aboard, even if I could afford passage for us. A smaller vessel with a smaller crew would be more manageable if things went wrong.

Dock five and onward that met my needs and price range. These ships and shuttles were closer to the end of the line, but I trusted these vessels more than the newly manufactured ones. These ships had heart and soul. They had seen the worst of the Meridian System and survived.

Crew members stood outside their respective ships welcoming travelers and trying to fill any empty seats they had for extra credits. Tension left my neck and shoulders as we traveled deeper into the crowds. Here I was more at home. These kinds of crews usually felt the same way as I did about the law—a loose recommendation. They wouldn’t pry into my business as long as I offered the same respect.

“You must be joking,” Orion mused. I glanced over to see he had stuck his head out of the bag to glance around. “These are death traps.”

“I don’t remember asking your opinion, furball.” I shoved his head back into the bag. Questions would arise if others saw a cat-shaped creature speaking, and they were questions I had no interest in answering.

“Whoa!” Reagan pointed down the dock to where a hovering ad was flashing different businesses. “That sign says Lordella has a zoo.”

This was hardly the same girl Kennex helped down from the tree. I commended her strength to bounce back after such a horrifying ordeal, but a part of me wished she’d go back to being morose and quiet.

“Can we go see? Really quick? I’ve never been before.” Reagan reached out to grasp my arm. I sidestepped to avoid it. Dealing with her would be easier if she weren’t so chipper.

“No.” I snapped.

Reagan hung her head admonished. Guilt gnawed at my sour mood. Having the kid by my side instead of Kennex was a painful memory of my failure, but she couldn’t be blamed. Reagan wasn’t at fault. I was. I had made the terrible decision to ignore my gut, and Kennex paid the price.

“We have to find a ship,” I sighed. “This isn’t a vacation, alright? We don’t have the time.”

“What kind of ship are you looking for?” Reagan’s tone was quiet and anxious.

“It’s…” I glanced around. “It’s hard to explain.”

I wasn’t just blowing off the girl’s question. I truly didn’t have an answer. My search for transportation had two criteria, neither of which Reagan would be able to recognize. The first was simply instinct. I was waiting for my gut to provide some kind of hint. So far, none of the ships were enticing me. The other, more important feature, was finding a ship that Recluse would never look for. I needed to take every precaution possible and logically think through every viable option. It was at the end of the dock, as my hope dwindled and frustration built, that I finally spotted a ship that could work.

It was medium in size compared to the others and referring to it as worn down would be a stretch of a compliment. The ship had three boosters on each side, and the cargo hold’s ramp opened at the front rather than back based on the three-tiered mirrored glass of a cockpit resting above it like a hanging shelf. The base metal was gray, but it had been painted over in fading colors of maroon, orange, and light blue. On the side written in navy, scratchy Illyarian letters was the word, ‘Nova.’ What really caught my eye was the same symbol I watched Kennex fire at.

Ascendants.

Many crafts would mark their hull with the symbol as a way to show they supported or worshipped them. Normally, I avoided any ship adorning the mark. Recluse was aware of that. He’d find the idea of me considering a ship like this unfathomable. Without knowing Kennex was separated from me, he had no idea how desperate I was.

“That one.” I pointed it out.

“The Nova?” Reagan read aloud and scrunched her nose. “It looks… nice.”

“Come on.”

The ramp was open and a few other travelers lingered inside the hold. Outside the ramp, just off to the side, two people sat at a small table chatting.

A curvy woman with thick black hair braided down her back and warm, brown skin. She had a line of yellow dots painted down her forehead with the last landing between her dark eyes, and two crescent lines under each eye shimmered topaz yellow. She was Kaili—the crescents were a dead giveaway. Kailis’ skeletons were made of the same priceless jewels their planet was known for. It could be seen in certain marks on their skin. I couldn’t remember which city was hailed for topaz mines.

If that wasn’t obvious, the clothes she wore confirmed my thoughts. Umber harem pants tucked into boots and a dark purple shawl over a long-sleeved shirt. Red, leather armor peeked out from under her shawl over her torso and forearms. It matched the fingerless gloves on her hands. Around her neck was a continuation of her shawl like a hood. All designed to withstand the brutally hot deserts. Definitely Kaili.

The other, a Yarian, was her exact opposite— petite, pixie-like features, had light blonde hair shaved on the sides, the top a tangled, tussled mess, with a streak of light blue at the front. She wore an oversized, canvas jacket, sleeves shoved up to reveal blue-green gloves pulled to her lightly tanned elbows, and a pair of sweatpants tucked into shin-length socks and sneakers. Work goggles hung around her neck.

“You guys still taking travelers?” I called out.

Both turned in our direction. Reagan took a step behind me. The dark-skinned woman offered a warm smile that lit up her features and filled her dark eyes with mirth. “Yes, we are.” Her voice was calming, and the Ainish accent, a melodic drawl, was thick. “My name is Nylah, and this is Cyn. Where are you traveling to?”

“Depends. Where are you going?”

“We’re heading to Sziklam,” Cyn responded with no notable concern at my vagueness.

Sziklam was the capital of the most notable Drucanna nation. Recluse’s home world was in the dead center of Middle Orbit. Not as close to Inner Orbit as I was hoping, but I couldn’t afford to be picky. Sziklam was a large enough city that I’d be able to find a ship to take us the rest of the way.

“Perfect. We’ll take two seats.” I struggled to dig through my bag one handed. Nylah recited the credits due and the other crew member leaned across the table to try and peek at Reagan.

“What’s up, kiddo? What’s your name?”

Reagan hid further into my back and clung to my jacket. I sighed. “Reagan. Her name is Reagan, and she’s… shy. Apparently.”

“That’s all right. I was shy as a kid, too,” Cyn said then held her arms out. “But then my arms got blown off, and it was either learn to speak up or be the weird, limbless, quiet kid.”

My eyes widened at the words. From the phrasing down to the unusual, chipper tone, the statement was just odd. I realized then that her gloves were not gloves at all, but cybertronic pieces. The metal forearms disappeared into the rolled-up sleeves of the leather jacket, leaving me with no knowledge of where they connected to her flesh. Based on her claim, it sounded like the cybertronic arms were prosthetics from an accident rather than elective modifications.

“Someone blew your arms off because you were too quiet?” Reagan whimpered.

The broad grin on Cyn’s face fell into a sheepish grimace. Nylah shoved her with a shake of her head and turned to Reagan. “No, little one. I’m so sorry about Cyn. They talk without thinking.” Nylah shot Cyn another scolding look. “It had nothing to do with how quiet they used to be.”

I made note of the repeated pronoun and saved it away for future use.

“How…” Reagan began, still behind my back.

“How’d I lose them?” Cyn asked. “I…” They looked to Nylah who gave them a warning look in response. “Uh, not important! It was a long time ago and isn’t even relevant anymore! You are completely safe aboard the Nova and not at risk of losing any limbs.”

Cyn turned to look at Nylah and gave her a thumbs up. Nylah shook her head and took the credits I offered her. She gave another courteous smile and motioned to the ramp. “You’re welcome to come aboard and relax. We’ll be taking off in under an hour.”

“Thanks.”

Reagan paused at the edge of the table, wringing her hands nervously behind her back. She cleared her throat and in a meek voice spoke, “It was very nice to meet you. Thank—Thank you for letting us on your ship.”

“You’re very welcome,” Nylah replied.

“We’re happy to have you!” Cyn added.

Reagan nodded then scrambled back to me. She tried to tuck herself into my side and I only barely caught her by the shoulder before she managed it. The little girl was oddly clingy considering she barely knew me, and I couldn’t fathom seeking out the touch of a stranger as comfort—child or not. I cleared my throat and dropped her shoulder. Reagan stared up at me and I nodded my head to the ramp for her to walk ahead.
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Other than Reagan and I, we ended up with four travelers and a total of five crew members. Not long after entering, Nylah came aboard and offered a tour.

The bottom floor was the cargo hold, storage, and medbay. Above it was a grated walkway, in the shape of a square that outlined the room, in which anyone could access any of the eight tiny bunk rooms located there along with the larger shared locker room. The next level was the kitchen, lounge, and engine room accessible through walkway ladders or a lift from storage. The flight deck was above that. My main takeaway of the tour were the two escape pods located in the storage room by the lift. Just in case.

Reagan and I stood in the cargo hold with the other travelers. We had taken off fifteen minutes ago, and now that we were out in unrestricted space, the captain wanted to have a meet-and-greet which was routine.

Standing on Reagan’s other side was a young couple on their honeymoon. I wasn’t sure what kind of honeymoon involved boarding a rundown transport ship like this, but with the way they bickered, I assumed the vacation was already a disaster. Next to me was an older gentleman with graying hair and glasses so thick they could qualify as a fire hazard in the wrong light.

A man closer to my age stood next to him, wearing the clothes and armor of a bounty hunter which had initially concerned me. However, he looked unarmed and wore no mark of a sect. Some bounty hunters existed outside of the established sects, but picking up a bounty without association to the guild was heavily frowned upon. The hunter in question would end up with a bounty on their own head. Besides, he wasn’t intimidating enough to make it onto my radar. More than likely, he was mimicking the popular bounty hunter style.

“How long will we be on this ship?” Reagan whispered.

“With minimal stops, I’d say three weeks, or so.” With my recent track record, I was not holding my breath on that front.

Reagan bounced on her heels as we awaited the captain to grace us with his presence. The only crew member in the cargo hold with us was Nylah, standing off to the side with her nose in a paper book. Its title was in a language I recognized as one of the many from Pykail, but it wasn’t the main language of Ainish. The involuntary thought occurred—Kennex would know.

“Welcome aboard, everyone.”

The man who greeted us stepped off the ladder onto the walkway. He was tall and broad-shouldered. He wore a jacket over a simple shirt, nothing out of the ordinary, but his helmet was activated. Blocky in design and simple in shades of white. The glass was colored a rusted bronze and shaped downward in an upside-down chevron. Seeing it set off alarm bells in my head. Anyone hiding their face spelled trouble. I would know.

“My name is West, and I am the captain of this vessel. I’d like to lay down some ground rules.” He clapped his hands. The tan skin there and the sliver of matching color at his neck crossed off several species, leaving Yarian at the top of the list.

West marched down the walkway stairs into the cargo hold as another man hopped down the ladder. This one similar in height but lanky. His reddish blond, short hair was ruffled and there were three scars nestled above his ear. A bored look of nonchalance was stuck in his dark blue eyes. His tan arms were decorated with mostly black ink. A stationary map of the system from the looks of it with splotches of motion marked in red, blue, and purple. I clocked three weapons on him. Two hand cannons in his shoulder holsters and a third clipped to his thigh.

“This is my first mate Ellis Holt,” West introduced. Ellis’ eyes rolled over the group of us. “You’ve met Nylah.” Nylah tucked her book under her arm and waved. “And I believe most of you already met our pilot, Cyn. We also have—”

“We’re here!” Cyn’s voice called out. Everyone looked to the doors leading into the storage space to see Cyn and another walking through. My eyes widened at the sight of the man who stalked behind the pilot like a shadow. He was Stellotrian. “Don’t start the party without us, big shot.”

West chuckled, “As I was saying, you’ve met Cyn. With Cyn, is Uldrel.”

Uldrel grunted once in greeting. He was large but not in the same way as the captain. The Stellotrian had a bit of a belly, but it only made him look firm and solid. His long, dark blue hair was tied back in a bun at the nape of his neck with a few loose strands framing his face. The hue of his skin was lavender with lighter accents drawn in lines down his face, over his eyes, hugging his jawline, and crawling down his neck, disappearing under the collar of his shirt. They matched the three lines over the wide bridge of his nose. He wore a black trench coat with an ornate deep, rich purple design patterned on top in swirls. A deep frown decorated his face, and the wrinkles carved around it made me think this was his baseline look.

I forced my gaze away as a lump formed in my throat.

“Don’t let his demeanor fool you. He’s actually a softie.” Uldrel shot the captain a look that was nothing close to soft. West clapped his hands again and moved on. “I’m sure Nylah has told you that the flight deck and the engine room are off-limits. The hold here is also off-limits unless you’re dealing with your own belongings. Please do not touch any of the cargo we have loaded here for your safety.”

He rattled off a few more rules about eating times and bathroom etiquette, but my eyes wandered over the cargo. The stuff he had motioned to was hidden under thick netting and locked to the floor. Other crates and items littered around the hold, but none were as tightly secured.

My first instinct told me they were running illegal trade goods. I had no issues with their extracurriculars, but if their mess spilled over onto us, I wouldn’t hesitate to make them the enemy.

“Now,” West had been pacing around the cargo hold, but he now stood in place, his back to the storage room doors, “any questions?”

“Just one,” the woman on her honeymoon said. “Where the hells did you put our credits, West?!”

The question was alarming, but I had no time to react. The couple and the bounty hunter drew hidden weapons leaving Reagan, the old man, and I in the middle. Reagan gasped and I shoved her behind my back. I backpedaled us toward the side of the room as discreetly as I could.

“You son of a—”

“Down, Holt!” the man I questioned to be a bounty hunter yelled at the first mate who was too slow in drawing his own weapons. “Toss them all to the ground, and do it slow, or your pilot is getting blown to bits.”

Cyn had their hands raised in surrender. The man had gotten close enough that he could press the end of his hand cannon to their temple. Ellis sneered in anger, but did exactly as he was told. The three intruders peeled holo-masks off.

“It’s been too long!” the man dressed as the bounty hunter cried. He had a crooked nose, the kind from being broken one too many times, and a patchy goatee. “Didn’t think you’d be seeing us again, did you?” He threw Cyn to the ground and kept his hand cannon aimed at them.

Earlier I had been happy the crew didn’t do a weapons check, but now I was wishing they had.

“I told you a reckoning would be coming and here it is.”

With the attention at the center of the room, I managed to get Reagan and I further away. West suddenly turned and tried to sprint toward the door to escape into the storage room. A weapon discharged, Reagan screamed, and three plasma bolts burned holes straight through the captain’s back. I blocked Reagan’s view, but I knew I had been too late to keep her from seeing the carnage. The doors snapped shut thankfully, and we wouldn’t have to stare at the idiot captain’s corpse. At the commotion, eyes were suddenly on the two of us.

“And just where do you think you’re going?” the woman cooed at us mockingly.

“Bathroom?” I responded. They weren’t amused and the woman’s husband, unless it had been a ploy, hurried over, and shoved me to my knees. I pulled Reagan into my side before he could touch her and leveled a glare of my own at him.

“This ship is ours now. Welcome aboard.”

I never should have taken that damned token.
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- SIXTEEN -

Their names were Leona, Fray, and Kilig, and all three of them loved talking. After killing the captain, they forced the rest of the crew to their knees in a line and shoved the older gentleman toward us.

“I bet you’re wishing you had killed us,” Leona sang while caressing the side of Ellis’ face. She dragged her long pink nails through his hair.

“Yeah,” he replied dryly then glanced down the line toward Nylah, “I wonder why we didn’t.”

Nylah locked her jaw in annoyance and looked away.

Kilig, who I was gathering was the leader of this band of screwheads, paced in front of the crew, “You made a big mistake thinking you could take from me. Do you know who I am? The pull I have?” he scoffed. “I’m Recluse’s right-hand man.” I twisted my features in amusement and bit back a laugh. Lie. “And my boss don’t like it none when people take from him.” True. “I had to convince him to stay behind instead of coming to kill you himself.” Another lie. If Recluse set his mind on murder, there was no convincing him of anything else.

Kilig continued to threaten and wave his weapon around. This wasn’t going to end well. He was going to kill more of the crew and as soon as he was done with them he’d have to rid himself of the witnesses. I had my arm around Reagan’s trembling shoulders and lowered my head into her hair as if I were offering reassurances.

“Orion,” I whispered. A small pink nose pushed its way out of her book bag. “Can you get to the flight deck?” He nodded. “Good. I need you there. As soon as I distract them, go. Then, on my signal, I want you to open the airlock.”

His head popped out with alarm in his eyes, and I used my elbow to shove him back down before he was noticed. Luckily, they were all too busy bullying the crew.

“Just do it, furball.”

“Ari?” Reagan whimpered.

“I need your help on this, Reagan,” I said. “You gotta be brave.” One more whimper, then a small nod. “Do you know ISL?” She shook her head. It wasn’t too surprising. I didn’t think anyone in the Court of Aether cared enough to teach it to those not deaf or mute. “I’m going to teach you a word and I need you to show it to everyone on board. You have to make eye contact with them and then sign so you know they’ve seen it. Got it?”

“Got it.”

I pulled my arm away from her and looked back at the three. At my movement, Fray looked over and shot me a sleazy smile, but quickly returned his attention to the crew.

I held my closed fists across one another, as best I could with my bum arm, then minutely pulled them down and apart. The sign for “secure.” Anyone working on a ship would know it meant to batten down the hatches or hold onto something. Reagan mimicked my actions and I nodded.

I shrugged out of my jacket carefully and helped Reagan into it, motioning for her to zip it up. With her small frame, it dwarfed her, but some protection was better than none. I slipped out of my sling, biting back a wince of pain, and tossed it aside.

Kilig grabbed Nylah by the hair, making her cry out, and forced her down to the floor. His hand cannon’s barrel was pressed to her neck. Cyn leaped up only to immediately be knocked down by the butt of Fray’s plasma rifle.

“Whoa, whoa, hey!” I stood up. Eyes and weapons snapped to me. I raised my hands. “You really don’t wanna shoot me.”

“And why’s that?” Kilig sneered.

“Because unlike you, I actually do work for Recluse, and he’s gonna be real pissed if I pop up dead.” I left out that Recluse would only be pissed because he wouldn’t get to kill me himself. Cautiously, I walked to the right—further away from Reagan and Orion. They barked at me to stay, but I continued until their backs were to the little girl. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of Orion’s fur, but it was short-lived. “Seriously, I’m not lying.”

Leona scoffed. “You don’t look like you work for Recluse.”

“What’s a Recluse goonie supposed to look like?” I countered, and she glowered at me. With a sigh, I motioned toward my ear. “I can prove it. You want proof?”

Kilig motioned with his hand cannon for me to proceed. I pressed a hand against my helmet’s anchor, and it materialized around me. After it clicked into place, it took a few additional moments for the heads-up display, and my glowing sigil, to kick on. When the older tech blinked to life, all three intruders looked shocked. I shook my hands mockingly. “Ta-da.”

“Oh, my Aether,” Fray gasped and wandered away from Nylah toward me. “It’s Lucky Fox.”

“That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.” I gave him a mock salute. “If you guys play your cards right, I might even be open to doling out a few autographs. Maybe even a picture, or two, since I’m feeling so generous.”

Leona rolled her eyes. “I guess it’s true what they say about that mouth of yours.”

“People are always so surprised by that.” I held up a finger to point at her. “But the rumors are true, I am very charming.”

“Well, we’re happy to see it firsthand.” Kilig grinned. “Lucky Fox.” He repeated my name in the same breath as a chuckle. “Seems you finally ran out of luck.”

I was really starting to believe that. “And that’s supposed to mean…”

“There’s a bounty on your head.” Kilig motioned to me with his weapon. I narrowed my eyes in confusion. That wasn’t anything new. “25,000 credits to the person who brings in your tongue. Double if we bring you in alive so Recluse can cut it out himself.”

I grimaced. Okay, that was new. “Yikes, that was quick.” Recluse must really be furious to put a bounty on us himself. An impressive one at that considering the guild bounty on me was only 5,000 credits—dead or alive. “And for my tongue? Aether, he’s such a drama queen.”

“Where’s Venom?” Fray demanded, and I stiffened involuntarily. Kilig scolded the man for speaking out of turn, and I tried to shake the image of Kennex being carried away out of my mind. “What? He’s got a bounty on him too, Kilig. Not as much but—”

“Just shut up. I’m the one talking here.” After a beat, Kilig nodded. “So, where’s Venom, Fox?”

I was thankful for my features being hidden, “Obviously not here.”

“Aw,” Leona cooed. “You sound upset.” My tone must not have been as casual as I hoped. “Sounds like the Fox is all out of allies.” The words caught me off guard. She wasn’t wrong. Without Kennex by my side, I felt half of a whole. Plus, Recluse was a terrible person, but being on his side meant I had some pull and protection. “Come on, Kilig, let’s just kill her, and take her tongue.”

“No, Leona. We’re keeping her alive,” Kilig snapped.

“Yeah, Leona,” I mocked, “gain some perspective. I’m worth much more with my tongue attached. Although, 50,000 credits is kind of sad when you consider the man’s total net worth. Aether knows dealing with me isn’t worth less than 100,000.” I stepped closer and they all stiffened. Weapons still raised, they stalked toward me, and further from the crew. “Hey, just relax.”

Kilig marched up and stopped not even an arm’s length away. “You’re in no position to be making demands.”

“It wasn’t a demand. It was a warning.”

Kilig snickered and tapped the barrel of his hand cannon against the glass of my helmet. “You losing oxygen in there? It’s three versus one, Fox!”

“I’m surprised you can count,” I said. He frowned at my insult. “But maybe that means you’re smart enough to really look at this situation.” I motioned between us. “You’re not picking a fight in your league, guy. Hurting you would be punching down for me, and I try to avoid that when I can. So, last chance. Lay down your weapons, and I let you three walk away from this.”

Kilig didn’t reply. Instead, he took a hand off the grip of his weapon to shove me.

I stumbled back a few steps then tilted my head in annoyance. “Don’t do that again.”

“Don’t what? Shove you?”

Kilig shoved me once more and my back bumped into one of the metal pillars that held up the walkway. I took a slow breath through my nose. Starting a fight right now was a bad idea. There were too many variables—too many risks. “Last warning. Do not touch me.”

“I’m the one with the hand cannon. I’ll do what I want,” he laughed.

Kilig jabbed me in the chest with the end of his hand cannon and all my went out the window. With practiced ease, I snatched the hand cannon from his loose hold. My left arm screamed at the motion, a hiss slipping out between clenched teeth, but I didn’t flinch. Leona and Fray rushed to us while Kilig stared at me in fear. I held the barrel under his jaw, letting the metal press into his skin. “What part of what I just said is unclear to you?”

“Hey, now! Let’s—Let’s just talk!” Kilig‘s voice shook just as his hands did when he raised them in surrender. My assumption had been correct. He was all bluster and no spine. Unlike him, his partners had enough nerve to level their weapons at the crew. Fray pointed his weapon at Nylah while Leona alternated hers between the others. “Come on, Fox.”

I could shoot him. Hells, with a weapon in hand I’d be able to take out all three screwheads without breaking a sweat. The issue was timing. I could kill them, but not without other casualties. Leona and Fray would shoot some of the crew if I pulled the trigger and no amount of speed could stop that. I had no guarantee that Reagan wouldn’t end up in the crossfire. I was certain that furball spark would be less keen on helping me if I got the girl blasted.

“Look”—I held my right hand up in surrender and let the hand cannon hang from my finger by the trigger guard—“I don’t want trouble. We can make a deal. Yeah?”

Kilig nodded. “Yes. Yes! I agree. If you hand me back my weapon, I won’t hurt you or the kid. I just want West’s people.” He jabbed an angry finger at the crew. “You have no idea what they did to us.”

“Actually, I do,” I replied dryly. “You monologued about it for a ten minutes.” None of the crew had spoken since this all began, but I saw they had slowly shifted back until they were in arm’s reach of the cargo. Reagan must have gotten the message across. “Hey, kid, come here.”

I held out my free hand toward the girl and Leona’s firearm shifted in her direction. I whistled sharply, and Leona’s focus snapped to me. “Point that weapon at her, and it’ll be the last thing you do.”

“Leona!” Kilig barked. She rolled her eyes in response.

Reagan wrapped her arms around my waist and I scrunched my nose at the uncomfortable weight of her hanging off my side. Suddenly, from my helmet’s communicator, I heard Orion’s voice. “Now that you have Reagan in grasp, can I open the airlock? Are you prepared?”

I didn’t even know he could do that.

“So?” Kilig asked. I took a step back and pushed Reagan behind the walkway’s pillar—hidden from the airlock’s door. “You leave us be, and we’ll leave you be. That’s fair, right?”

“Sounds fair.” I nodded. Kilig’s features showed relief. I clicked the zipper of my jacket twice and the plates of armor sewn into it magnetized. A light clink told me Reagan was secured in place. “Problem is, I worked for Recluse, remember?” His smile faltered. I tilted my head at him and shrugged. “I was never taught to play fair.” I ducked behind the pillar. “Orion!”

The subsequent sounds of panic were drowned out by the airlock opening. I held onto the pillar, pinning Reagan down further. The sound of everything being sucked out of the back ramp was an intense roar as air whipped around us. Any item not secured went flying.

I glanced around the pillar to see all of the crew had anchored themselves to the secured cargo, and the older gentleman had hidden behind a pillar like us. Leona and Fray were long gone, lost in space, but Kilig caught himself on a metal pipe that crossed from one side of the walkway to the other in the middle of the cargo hold. If we waited long enough he would lose his grip, but that left a decent chance for one of us to fly out as well.

I lifted my right hand to fire at him, but every plasma discharge got sucked into space. Frustrated, I threw the hand cannon. It hit the pipe Kilig was on, shaking it, but did no damage.

“Do I close the airlock?” Orion asked.

“Not yet!” It took all my strength to peel myself off Reagan. The entire time, her tiny voice screamed questions, but like everything else, her words were vacuumed out into the void. “You watching, Orion?”

“Yes, but I don’t understand—”

I jumped and got sucked right off the ground. In the blink of an eye my body flew through the air until my torso slammed into the metal bar. Air was knocked out of my lungs, but the impact was enough to make Kilig lose his grip and hurtle out the airlock. In the next second, the same powerful vacuum twisted me around the pipe. I only managed to hang on by the fingertips of my right hand, but without the help of my left, I lost grip, and went flying again.

The thundering sound of rushing air cut out. The airlock was closed, but my momentum continued. Spinning through the air, my body slammed into the now closed ramp, disorienting me, and then I was falling. I only registered the pain of crashing into the floor for a second before my world went dark.
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- SEVENTEEN -

Iwas in the forest again, deeper than before, based on the dim light surrounding me.

The surroundings made me think I was having the same nightmare, but that made no sense. I was too aware of my surroundings, of myself, and the realization was jarring. This didn’t feel like my subconscious. I glanced around the empty forest looking for the infusion or my memory. I needed this to be done. I knew what was coming, and I couldn’t watch Kennex walk away from me again.

“Why are you doing this?”

My heart leaped into my throat at the sudden whimper. It was my voice, broken and softer, but not as young. I was not face-to-face with the seven-year-old version of myself attempting to nurse her injuries. This version was two years older. She wore clothes a size too big. Hand-me-downs stolen off a clothesline that her starving bones had no chance at ever filling. The metal cuff around her wrist that restrained her to the pipe fit just fine though.

“Why are you doing this?” She asked again, tears staining her reddened features. A pit formed in my gut as I recognized the memory. I searched for the infusion. This needed to end. I needed to get out of here.

“Why are you leaving me? I’m sorry.” The pleading words from my younger lips were shaky and pathetic. I glared at her as she hiccupped and sobbed. The day my father’s debts finally caught up to him, he made a deal that saved him but doomed me. He swore the people he sold me to would be able to care for me better than he ever did. He said this was for the best. “Whatever I did wrong I’ll—I’ll fix it. I’ll change! Dad!”

My father was not a bad man, but he was a weak one.

Too weak to watch me be taken away. He handcuffed me to a rusted pipe in an alley to be picked up and he walked away without so much as a backward glance.

“Please! Please don’t leave me, Dad,” younger me begged. “Please don’t leave me alone.”

She began to violently pull at her arm. My hand drifted to wrap around my right wrist—a faint line from where the cuff had dug into my skin that day. With the number of scars on my body, it was all too easy to bury this memory in the back of my mind.

Younger me was too frail to break out of that handcuff, but she did break the rusted pipe. Blood dripping down her hand, she ran to catch up to a father who was already long gone. Before I could step out of her way, she passed through me and disappeared into a cold mist that settled on my skin. A chill went down my spine, and I shivered.

Then came the growl.

It didn’t startle me this time. I expected it.

I turned to the infusion. Black ichor dripped from its jaw and left puddles of ink on the ground. It couldn’t have come a few minutes sooner and spared me that sad, pitiful memory? I knelt slowly, trying to avoid any quick movements.

The infusion’s eyes glowed and a fire built up at the back of its throat. I could only ask one question. I wasn’t sure how I knew that, but the thought felt right. Absolute. I tried to ignore how dry my mouth felt.

“Where am I?” I asked.

It tilted its head, and the flames flickered.

“In between life and death. In between dark and light. In between. In between.”

From somewhere deep in the forest, a voice called out for me. My name was whispered from tree to tree. A faceless symphony. I jumped up and turned my back to the infusion. I hurried to the tree line and felt a presence follow behind me. Hot, rancid air fanned down my neck.

“You should wake before you forget how to.”
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- EIGHTEEN -

Abright light seared through my eyelids. A rumbling growl echoing in my ear convinced me the light came from the fire of its maw and I thrashed to avoid the teeth I was so sure would come. My eyes snapped open in panic, but when I sat up there was no infusion looked to maim me. Just the lingering memory of one haunting me.

“Good. You’re awake,” a deep voice huffed. Speaking of being haunted, the Stellotrian sat on a stool not far from the cot I laid on. He wore the same grumpy look as when I first saw him. His long was folded over the back of his desk chair and his shirt’s sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. I noted the spattering of white stars scarred against his lavender skin. “Here I thought I had already met the dumbest of your kind.”

I blinked in surprise, reality settling into place. “I’m sorry. Do I have a concussion or did you just call me dumb?”

“Both. You do have a concussion, and I did call you dumb.”

“Oh,” I replied. “All right. Just checking, I guess.” I rubbed the back of my neck and winced. I gauged my injuries. My head hurt, but it was manageable. My arm was unbandaged, and I couldn’t help but grimace at the sight of my gnarly wounds. The sutured flesh was red and shiny. As if that wasn’t bad enough, black tinted the skin where the torn edges had been pulled together. Frak. “So, uh, what happened?”

“You were rendered unconscious.”

“I remember that part. Sort of.” I glanced around the room.

Medbay. Not the Diomedes Forest. Two cots, permanently latched to the center of the room, surrounded by three walls of light green counters and cabinets. My bag and helmet anchor rested on one of the counters beside my jacket which I’d last seen hanging off Reagan’s frame. The exit sat by an absurdly neat desk above which two large axes hung in the shape of an ‘X’ on the wall. The purple-tinted metal with glinting silver grooves in curled marks told me it originated from Otradu.

“I meant, is everyone okay? Where is Reagan?” I peered around his large frame to look at the closed doors, as if I could will them open. For a medic, he sure as hells was not built like one. His arms were as thick as my head, and I was certain if I annoyed him enough, he could pick me up and rip me in half.

“Your child is fine.”

“She’s not my—”

“What happened here?” He motioned to my arm. A fair question.

“Uh”—I assumed Reagan had kept quiet about her origins like I instructed her to—“the spark. Got me good. I called him ‘fur ball’ one too many times.”

“You’re lying.”

“Aether, nothing gets by you.”

For a long moment, the medic stared at me. His thick, dark blue eyebrows furrowed into a shape I was convinced was his only expression. Lips downturned in annoyance and almond-shaped eyes narrowed in suspicion. Around his neck was an atmospheric regulator, gray in color, that could be pulled up to cover his lower face. With the ship’s air set to Illyarium conditions, he must need breathing support. Stellotrians could only go about an hour or two without it. The stars on his forearms caught my attention again.

The was scarring was made when the Stellotrian was an infant. Whatever constellation adorned the high sky when the child was born would be patterned onto their skin. An honor to the gods and goddesses represented in the night sky. They supposedly drew strength and power from the marks.

There weren’t a lot of Otradu constellations that I remembered, but this one would always stay with me. It was as permanent in my mind as the scars on his skin. Vahk, the god of battle. The universe and fate were outright mocking me now.

Finally, the medic grunted and wandered away. He returned with a tray of medical supplies. “My name is Uldrel, and you are reckless.”

“Actually, I’m Ari.”

Uldrel scoffed and used a pair of scissors to cut through my sutures despite my complaints. “Why would you let go of the pillar?”

“How else was I gonna get rid of that screwhead?”

Uldrel shook his head and muttered under his breath in Otri. I didn’t press for a translation. It wasn’t difficult for me to guess the subject of his irritation. He snipped through the last few sutures on my forearm and my eyes widened as a familiar black liquid, oozed out of the wound. The last time I’d seen a texture like that, it was the ichor had been dripping out of the infusion’s jaws.

The medic set down his scissors and made eye contact with me. His grumpy demeanor gave way to concern and confusion—two splendid emotions to see on the face of the medic treating me. “How did you sustain this injury?”

“It’s, uh, complicated,” I replied. He grunted again and resolved to clean my injuries. The bite wound on my upper arm leaked black as well and I grimaced. Even after Uldrel had mopped up the black ichor, my skin remained tinted black in a moiré appearance. “Am I dying? Because I can’t afford to die. At least, not yet.”

“I need to re-suture these wounds.” Uldrel turned to the tray and organized his tools. I didn’t see a suture wand on the tray which meant he planned to do this by hand. Knowing this would take time, I turned on the cot and laid back down with my left arm closest to him.

The medbay doors slid open, I lifted my head to see who entered, but the room remained empty. Seconds later, Orion hopped onto the cot and I let my head flop back down. He settled on my abdomen.

“How are you feeling?” the spark questioned.

“Fine. Fall was nothing,” I replied, and Uldrel snorted. Orion lowered his head to inspect my wounds with his glowing blue eyes. “Yeah, that’s the problem right now.”

“That is the wound from the—”

“Yes,” I answered before he could finish his sentence. Uldrel gave us both a skeptical once over before focusing back on my arm. He sprayed my injuries clean, and rubbed a numbing cream on the edges before he began suturing. I stared at the ceiling tiles above me. “Where’s the kid?”

Orion hummed. “She is currently with Nylah.”

If the spark wasn’t concerned then I wouldn’t be. Uldrel continued to work and I was surprised when Orion curled up into a ball and laid his head on my chest with his eyes closed. Pets were a luxury most in Outer Orbit couldn’t afford. The weight of Orion laying on my stomach brought forth a familiar memory though. If I closed my eyes, I could place myself at home with Kennex leaning his head in that same spot while reading aloud. Mindlessly, I raked my fingers through his fur the same way I’d lazily comb my fingers through Kennex’s hair.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t appreciative of Orion being able to puzzle out my half-baked plan on the fly like he had. As I laid there, I couldn’t help but think back on Kilig’s words. Recluse was furious. I knew he would be, but the confirmation felt sickening. The fact that he had already put a price on our heads spoke volumes to his rage.

Going back to Acheron was impossible now. Once I saved Kennex, there would be no returning to our old lives. From the second we spotted that infusion, hells, from the moment we found the distress signal on the dead acolyte, I should’ve known everything would be different.

I refused to flee with Kennex because I was a coward, too scared of change, yet it had been thrust upon me all the same. It made the sting all the worse.

“There,” Uldrel said.

He had closed up all my wounds. The redness was calmed marginally, but the black tint still lingered under my skin. At least, it wasn’t oozing out my wounds anymore. The sutures themselves were clean and neat. His skills on par with a suture wand.

Sensing my next move, Orion leaped off my chest as I sat up to poke at the sutures. Uldrel slapped my hand away and my eyes widened at the audacity of this irritable medic. As annoying as it was, I respected his resolve and dedication to being pissed off at me.

Uldrel pointed at me. “Do not touch. Understood?” I mumbled an affirmative. “I said, understood?!”

“Yes, understood, you cranky sociopath,” I snapped with a scoff. “Aren’t medics supposed to be comforting and kind?”

“Usually.” The pilot, Cyn, stood in the doorway. They bounced into the medbay, cheerful but worse for wear. Their bright grin made their dimples hard not to notice, but a fresh bruise blossomed around their left eye and the bridge of their nose. Grease and grime matted their hair. It dripped from the goggles hanging around their neck and covered their overalls. “But Jedos has all the charm of a pissed off Torlock.” The image of the large, furry, irritable beast made up of mostly claws and teeth came to mind, and I hummed in agreement. “That’s just part of his magnetism.”

“Skies be blessed! You’re dripping all over my medbay, Cyn!” Uldrel barked.

“See?” Cyn thumbed toward him. “Such a sweet talker.”

Their short-sleeved, button up shirt hung over their loose overalls and revealed more of the prosthetic underneath. Their right prosthetic ended mid-upper arm, they still had that shoulder, but the other was missing. Metal crawled up to their left collarbone.

“I thought you were Uldrel.”

The medic ignored me and fetched a handful of rags to toss down onto the oil puddles Cyn left behind.

Despite still dripping, Cyn came toward my cot. “Oh, he is. Uldrel Jedos. I have this thing about names.” They waved a hand, brushing aside the topic as if it didn’t require further explanation. “I wanted to thank you. You saved Nylah.” They shrugged. “And the rest of us too. Though, I would’ve been okay if you let them shoot Ellie just a little.”

I opened my mouth to question that comment as well, every word felt nonsensical from their mouth, but Uldrel beat me to speaking. “What did he do this time?”

“Smug carbon waste stole from my stockpile!” Cyn scoffed, hands on their hips. “He ate the rest of that candy I bought from that farm town on Greggio.” With one final huff, they looked back at me and shook away their annoyance. “Anyways, my point, as a thank you, I wanted to offer you my services.”

“Your services?”

“Yup,” Cyn smirked. “Not only am I the greatest pilot in the Meridian System—” Uldrel rolled his eyes and stalked away to the other side of the medbay—“but I also happen to be a stellar engineer. Trained in Sector Four.”

I raised an eyebrow at that impressive claim. Sector Four on Illyarium was where many great engineers hailed from, second only to those training in one of the exclusive academies on Kharees.

“You got kicked out of Sector Four.” Uldrel chimed.

“Unjustly!” Cyn argued, seemingly aghast the medic would bring it up. Uldrel chuckled under his breath. It was the first non-irritated sound I heard from him. “Look, it was one little lab explosion, and it wasn’t even my fraking fault. My professor was an Aether-damned screwhead.”

I nodded until I realized they were waiting for me to respond. “Oh. Yeah, okay. Got it. Not your fault.”

Cyn snapped their fingers and pointed to my bag. “Your pauldron is all kinds of fraked up.” I furrowed my eyebrows. Cyn shrugged. “I maybe, sort of, looked through your belongings.”

“You what?”

“The kid said you had a suit!” Cyn replied. “I could tell your helmet was outdated and wanted to see what state your pauldron was in, and oof. I haven’t seen junk like that in ages.”

“It’s gone through the wringer a time or two,” I mumbled. They motioned toward my bag again, and I nodded with a sigh. Cyn rushed over and dug my pauldron and vambrace out. They twisted and turned the metal with a studious eye. The battle for privacy was already lost so I added, “Do you know how to install the plasma shield programming?”

Cyn laughed, “Please. Do I know how to solder a battling gun to a second engine’s plasma line?” I assumed that was a ‘yes.’ Cyn played with the mess of metal for a beat longer. “Yeah, this is all scrap.”

“I know, but it’s all I had,” I defended my seemingly poor choice.

Cyn hummed in acknowledgment but said nothing else. As they continued to analyze my gear, I slid off the cot. Uldrel’s gaze snapped over to me. “Did I say you could get up?”

“I’m fine. You fixed me,” I countered. The floor beneath me had no rumble of life. “Whoa. The ship isn’t moving. Why isn’t the ship moving?”

“Nice catch.” Cyn hummed, not looking up. “Not many people can recognize if we’re parked or in warp. Cruising is easy to tell, obviously.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.” A theme, apparently.

“We had to drop off our last passenger,” Uldrel said. It was good to hear the old man had made it through the mess. “Plus, someone”—he stretched the word out with attitude—“got all our repair parts sucked out of an airlock.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “That’s not a very nice way of saying ‘thank you for saving my life.’”

“The Nova is a real trooper.” Cyn chirped. “She’s tough, can survive anything and everything, but she’s a bit on the older side.” They whispered the last part as if the ship would hear. “The warp drive is out of sync, and I bought a few parts at the dock to repair it. However, as Uldrel said…”

“Someone got it blown out the airlock,” I sighed. “How long until we’re moving again?”

“We’ll be taking off soon. We’re just getting final clearances from the colony’s travel director. But it’ll take me at least forty-eight hours to re-sync the warp. We’ll do that while coasting if it makes you feel better.” Cyn turned to leave, my gear tucked under their arm, then threw back a nonchalant wave. “Don’t you worry none, Fox! I’ll take care of ya!”

Orion weaved between my legs to get my attention. “You should go see Reagan. She has been waiting for you to wake up.”

“Right.” I grabbed my jacket, but before I could shrug it on Uldrel followed me with my sling and held it up. I shook my head. “I don’t need that.”

“As the medic, I decide what you need, and you need this sling.”

“Fine. I don’t want it.”

“Are you always this aggravating?”

“Yes.” I grinned at him and made a show of pulling on my jacket. Orion padded out of the medbay, and I took a step to follow when the medic stopped me again. I groaned. “Seriously, medic. I’m not wearing the damned sling.”

“That’s not why I stopped you this time, you insufferable sheev,” He huffed. Uldrel threw the sling onto the counter and shook his head. “Captain wants to talk to you.”

I scoffed, waiting for the punchline of that joke, but Uldrel just glowered back at me. Finally, I shook my head, “Uh, you mean the captain I watched get three plasma bolts into the back? That captain?”

“His injuries were not that grievous.”

“Not that grievous, my ass,” I said. “There’s no way his spine isn’t in less than a dozen pieces.”

Uldrel stared me down until I sat back down on the cot. He nodded once before leaving his own medbay. I only had to wait a minute or two before the captain strolled in, alive and well, still in the same helmet. This wasn’t possible.

The symbol painted over the cargo hold’s door flashed in my mind.

Ascendant.
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- NINETEEN -

“You’re an Ascendant,” I spat the words out like an accusation.

“I see you made that leap in logic.” He set his hand on the back of his neck with a tilt of his head. His figure was the right size for an Ascendant, I recognized—tall, broad, and fit. The only thing that didn’t align was his demeanor. He stood as if he were trying to make his bulking frame seem smaller, less intimidating. “I knew that injury would be a tough one to talk away.”

I slid off the cot so I was standing at the ready. A lot of things in my life made no sense. Right now, an Ascendant on a rundown ship in Outer Orbit made the top of the list. The few immortals that monitored and kept guard of Outer Orbit traveled in grandeur—ships like the one found on Diomedes—not this hodgepodge of metal and wiring. He took a singular step forward, and I mirrored it to keep distance between us.

“Hey”—he held his hands up—“I’m not gonna hurt you. Hells, I owe you. You saved my crew.” Amusement filled his voice. “Technically, I was in the process of saving them myself when you jumped in and interrupted, but still. I’m not complaining. Your plan was rough and reckless, but it got the job done.”

The three attackers hadn’t known he was an Ascendant. That was why he made such an idiotic break for the door. They’d shoot him, assume he was dead, and he’d be left with the opportunity to strike back. I supposed he had a finesse to his plan that mine lacked. Not that I’d admit that to him.

A pregnant pause filled the space. The captain’s plan only worked because they hadn’t known what he was. Ascendants didn’t necessarily look unlike a normal Yarian. Healthier, stronger, but still the same. The only trait that gave them away was their inability to bleed or die.

My eyebrows furrowed as a realization dawned on me. No physical trait would give an Ascendant away, but a few were easily recognizable.

“Deactivate your helmet.”

The captain stiffened. With tense shoulders, he shook his head. “Why?”

I locked my jaw, silent, as my blood boiled. He knew why. A faint sigh filled the room. He lifted his hand to press against the side of his helmet. The metal shimmered and folded up until all that remained was the anchor piece over his ear. When it settled, I was staring at a mural.

I was staring at the mural.

Derrik Russell stood before me with a sheepish smile drawn across his lips and anxious energy in his eyes. It felt wrong to see that shade of green show any emotion. Murals always portrayed him neatly, not a hair out of place, but the man in front of me had a jawline covered in thick scruff and the hair atop his head was longer, near shaggy. Unfortunately, everything else had been accurate.

I groaned. “For Aether’s sake, your dumb face is even more perfect in person.”

“Thank you?” Derrik responded with a furrowed brow.

A very petty part of me hoped he’d be hideous, and the murals would just be propaganda from the Curator and his acolytes who commissioned them. Was that too much to ask of the universe? Those thoughts lingered only a second more before new, scarier ones settled in place. Reagan. If Ascendant Derrik Russell saw the girl, he could’ve already called the Curator. Other Ascendants could be flooding to this location. Worse, the Ascendant in front of me could have taken care of her by now.

No. Orion said Reagan was okay. The spark had one priority and it was her. He wouldn’t lie about her status. Either Derrik didn’t realize who the girl was or he was playing the long game. One option was better than the other, but neither was ideal. I schooled my features to nonchalance.

“Well?”

“Well, what?” Derrik’s lips curled up into a charming smile. “What happens next? Is that what you’re asking? Because I have no idea. You threw me off with the ‘perfect, dumb face’ comment. I—I don’t really know where to go from there.”

“You’re not going to report me? Arrest me?” I asked. He might not recognize Reagan, but he had to be aware of my laundry list of crimes. Ascendants typically didn’t bother with criminals like me in the boondocks of the system, but I was basically hand-wrapped and dropped into his lap. He’d be a screwhead to not take advantage of that. “What’re you playing at, Ascendant?”

Derrik’s smile faltered and he scratched the side of his face while avoiding eye contact with me. “Your criminal activity doesn’t matter to me, Lucky Fox.” The tone in which he said my moniker belonged between two old friends, not two strangers. When I didn’t respond or relax, he cleared his throat awkwardly. “I’m not associated with Ascendants anymore.”

I scoffed. “Sorry if I find that hard to believe, Golden Boy.”

After serving at least 150 years, Ascendants were allowed to retire so new Ascendants could be ushered in. The veterans could hang up their armor and live on the “Golden Halo.” Illyarium had two satellite rings that encircled the planet—one built for population overflow, but the larger built as a paradise for Ascendants to “ascend to” once they fulfilled their duties.

Derrik Russell retired about six years ago. I remembered because during a string of fights in Acheron’s Pit, clips of the ceremony played on all the screens. I’d catch a flash of him in between getting pummeled for credits. Plus, his altar had been obnoxiously busy for weeks after.

Retired or not, tales of his heroism were sung to this day. The Ascendant who eradicated a swarm of infusion single-handedly. The Ascendant who ended the war of Drommen. The Ascendant who could do no wrong. I was sure his slice of heaven on the Golden Halo was immense. I struggled to imagine a scenario where a person would choose to slum it in the backwaters of space over living a life of luxury.

“It’s true. When it came time for me to retire, I… didn’t. I left. I lost my status as an Ascendant.” Derrik replied. “I’ve been out here since.”

“Six years wandering the system and nobody knows this? I find that hard to believe.”

Derrik shrugged. “I keep a low profile. Plus, Malachi wasn’t going to announce to the entire system that I ran away from home,” he joked. I stared blankly and he grimaced. “That’s the, uh, the Curator. Sorry.”

That much held up at least. It would not be a good look for Illyarium if one of their most perfect Ascendants left paradise to commit petty crimes in Outer Orbit. That would be considered a flaw, and Aether forbid an Ascendant be flawed.

I didn’t know if I believed his story, but whether it was the truth or not didn’t matter. I needed to get to Reagan and get us the hells off this blasted ship.

“Based on your earlier comment, I assume you live near one of my murals?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Can I ask where?”

“Acheron.” I marched toward him, but he stayed stock still. “You got a lot of worshippers on the port.” Derrik didn’t respond, but I saw the slightest flinch garnered from my words. “They bury your altar in gifts. Do you ever hear their prayers, Ascendant?”

“That’s not—”

“Here.” As I passed him, I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out the token. I held it up before shoving it into his hand. “Your offering, my lord.” Where his earlier tone had been good-natured, I didn’t hide the venom in mine.

Derrik looked taken aback, and I didn’t know if it was from my choice of words or the credit I handed him. I didn’t wait to find out.
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My plan was to grab Reagan and the spark then make a break for it before liftoff. Like most of my plans, it went up in flames seconds after I thought of it.

The ship rumbled underneath my boots and I hissed out a string of curses. Escaping now meant involving the emergency drop pods, which was plenty doable, but a giant pain in my ass.

I stomped up the stairs to the walkway that encircled the cargo hold. Chatter drifted out the hatch and down the ladder from the upper level. I made my way to it when Derrik rushed up the steps after me.

“Hey, wait!”

I ignored him and didn’t slow down. Either he was a danger to me, or he wasn’t, but I had no plans to chat with an Ascendant. Especially this one.

“Hold on a second.” A hand wrapped around my wrist. I spun in place and ripped my arm from his grip with a glare. His entire face fell, a flash of what looked like regret, and his hands shot up in surrender. “Sorry. I didn’t—”

“Don’t touch me.”

“Right. Sorry. That was wrong of me, I—I shouldn’t have—” Derrik stopped and took in a slow breath. His hands dropped to his sides. “I’m sorry. You’re unhappy with this situation, and I hate the idea of someone being miserable under my roof. How can I fix this problem?”

“The problem is I don’t wanna be under an Ascendant’s roof,” I snapped.

Derrik winced. “That… is tough for me to fix right now.” He offered me a small smile that resembled more of a grimace. “And for the sake of clarity, I should tell you… there is another Ascendant on board.”

“There’s two of you?”

“But that’s it!” Derrik said quickly as if it would appease me.

I shot him a look of disdain and climbed the ladder. When my head peeked over the hatch’s ledge, the sight of Reagan laughing greeted me. It was the first time I heard her like this—light, airy, and filled with mirth. I flinched at the sound. In the last few days, I had technically cared for her, but that definition only went as far as physical needs. Clothes to wear, food to eat, a place to sleep safely. The laughter was a reminder that the kid needed a lot more than that. It was a reminder that I absolutely was not the ideal person for this job.

She sat on a tan, aged couch at the end of the room in a small lounge area that consisted of a few other seating options. Amid the seating was a low table with a broken leg wrapped in engineering tape. A dart board hung on the wall behind the couch which seemed like poor placement.

The entire room was open-plan. A tiny kitchen with bare necessities and different colored cabinets made the already small area seem more cramped. In the center of the room, was a large, rectangular dining table with several mismatched stools and chairs circling it. The ceiling above was a viewing port about the same size as the table.

It was the exact opposite of the ship on Diomedes. This was a home.

Papers, tablets, and knick-knacks were scattered about. A thick blanket balled up messily on the couch, pushed to the side for people to sit. The paint was chipping on the dining table, watermarks from cups stained the wood portions, and the glass of the holodeck parts was smudged and cracked in the corners. Pictures and drapes as mismatched as the rest decorated the walls, and the aura of the space could only be described as warm.

“Ari!” Reagan yelled the moment I got into the room. She jumped off the couch to greet me. Too distracted by the room, I didn’t catch her intentions in time. She tackled me in a hug that nearly sent us flying back down the hatch. My body flinched at the contact, and I sucked in a sharp breath for the blow that did not follow the contact. Her thin arms wrapped around my abdomen but caused no harm. “I’m so glad you’re awake! Orion said you were up, but he said I had to wait to see you! Are you okay?”

“Uh, yeah.” I awkwardly gave her shoulder a small pat before peeling her off me. “I’m fine. How about you, kid?”

“I’m great!” Reagan didn’t seem to notice my discomfort and pulled back to grin up at me. “Nylah is hanging out with me.” The young girl pointed back to the couch. Nylah, who sat there cross-legged, offered a broad smile. “Nylah says she owns a ton of books, and she’ll let me borrow some!”

Nylah rose and brushed off the front of her pants. It was the same outfit I saw her in when we first met. “It’s the least I can do. You were very brave through that ordeal, Reagan.” The kid beamed at the praise, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. The woman’s attention shifted back to me. “Thank you, Ari. We were in a tight spot, and we appreciate your help.”

I never knew what to do with gratitude. Hoping to move the conversation along, and away from me, I cleared my throat and motioned around. “Where’s the not-cat?”

“He’s on the flight deck.” Reagan replied. Nylah motioned over my shoulder. A broad but short set of stairs was nestled on the wall between the two hatches with one door halfway up and a double door at the top.

“Orion is impressive,” Derrik chimed. He crossed into the kitchen and leaned against the countertop with a drink in hand. “I’ve met a few sparks in my lifetime. None of them felt real though. They were clearly just programming.”

I stared at him critically and he returned a pleasant, tight-lipped smile. Derrik raised the bottle in his hand as a greeting. Reagan folded into my side, and I automatically began to push her away when I noticed how stiff her entire body had gone. Her bottom lip quivered. Panic flared in her eyes. I paused in my motion to address the sudden change in demeanor.

“Hey, what’s up?” I whispered.

She waved her hand for me to come closer. I grimaced and allowed her to cup her hands around my ear to speak, “That’s Derrik Russell. He’s an Ascendant.”

This was the first time she had seen his face. The fact it took her so long to clock his presence in the room was concerning. I’d have to talk to her about paying more attention to her surroundings. Reagan needed to learn to identify potential threats before they turned deadly. I turned to whisper back, “Have you ever met him before?”

Reagan wouldn’t speak until I offered her my ear again. This time I didn’t shiver when her small hands brushed against my skin. “No. I saw his face in the hall of murals.”

I tried to imagine an entire hall of gold and gilded mural and blanched. I could barely stand the three aged ones above Acheron’s marketplace.

“Hey, is everything okay?” Derrik called out.

I stood back to my full height. “Yeah, we’re fine. She just also thinks Ascendants are bloated, egotistical assholes, and was curious about how long we’d be stuck in this room with you.”

Unexpectedly, Derrik chuckled, and his casualness only put me more on edge. Reagan, on the other hand, had a very different reaction.

“Ari!” Reagan gasped and grabbed at my left arm. I hissed in pain when her fingertips pressed into my wounds. “You can’t speak to him like that.” Her breaths quickened and I recognized the beginnings of a panic attack. “The Ascendants are—You can’t—They—”

“Whoa, whoa, kid.” I knelt and nearly panicked myself. Tears were welling in her eyes, and I didn’t know what to do.

What would Kennex do?

“Hey.” I spoke softly and set my hand against her cheek. “You’re okay. Breathe with me. Nice and slow.” Shockingly, Reagan calmed and the death grip she had on my left arm loosened until I could pull it back. I left my hand in hers. A less painful hold. “There we go.”

“Is everything alright?” Nylah questioned.

I didn’t look away from the kid and raised an eyebrow in question. Reagan took another shaky breath and nodded. I stood up. “Yeah. We’re fine.”

The moment had caught Derrik’s attention as well, and he had the gall to wear worry on his features. I couldn’t puzzle out his intentions and it bothered me.

“Hey there, hero.” My eyes snapped to the engine room door to see the first mate waltzing out with Uldrel on his heels. His weapons were back in their respective holsters. How he’d managed to keep hold of them after the airlock had been opened was beyond me. Ellis wore a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. It was a look of casual, bored disinterest bordering on smug arrogance. “Welcome back to the world of consciousness. I thought I held the system-wide record for recklessness, but that screwhead move in the cargo hold has me beat.”

I locked my jaw, pointed at him, and glared at Derrik. “He’s the other Ascendant, isn’t he?”

“What gave it away? My allure? My devilishly good looks or—” Ellis was halfway through his sentence when Uldrel grabbed his ear roughly. “Hey! Let go!”

“Show a little respect.” Uldrel threw him aside with a scoff. “You may not be able to die, but some of us still can, you sheev.”

Huh. I didn’t expect the medic who scolded me to be the one to defend me. Ellis rubbed the side of his head and scoffed. “Aether, you’re in a mood today, old man.”

“What in the hells did I say about calling me old!?”

“I don’t remember.”

The two fell into an argument as Nylah saddled up beside me. Reagan was still glued to my side, clutching to my hand like a lifeline, and I gave it a small squeeze. The addition of the second Ascendant was not helping her anxiety.

Nylah spoke up, “They argue like an old married couple.” She let out a breathy laugh. “That’s the Illyarium saying, isn’t it?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said. She seemed nice enough, and I didn’t peg her as a threat. Still, I didn’t plan on trusting anyone who associated with these two freak Ascendants.

“Nylah?” Derrik called.

I watched him shoot her a look I didn’t recognize. Nylah, however, only needed to see it for a second to understand. She held a hand out to Reagan. “Reagan, do you want to go see my library? You can pick out your first book.”

She lifted her eyes to me, and I hesitated. The paranoid creature clawing at the back of my mind hated the idea of Reagan being out of sight, but I didn’t want to panic the girl beyond her current state. Being away from the two Ascendants may calm her further. I gave her a quick, encouraging nod.

Reagan hesitantly took Nylah’s hand. She led her over to the hatch and warned her to be careful climbing down. As soon as she was out of sight, I turned and crossed my arms.

Ellis slumped into the only chair with armrests. His boots were kicked up onto the table. Uldrel was attempting to work around Derrik in the kitchen.

“We should talk,” Derrik said.

“I thought we already did the talking thing.”

Derrik walked around the counter to the stool by Ellis. Without looking, he knocked Ellis’ feet off the table. Ellis grumbled and straightened in his chair, Derrik motioned to the seat in front of him. I wished I had on my gear. The thought occurred to me as I sat down. A wall of armor would feel comforting right now. Instead, all I had was my crossed arms and spiteful glare which was hardly enough.

Derrik cleared his throat. “Do you want something to eat or drink?”

“No.”

“I don’t know why you don’t like Ascendants—”

“I can make you a list,” I interrupted.

“—but I want to assure you that we mean you and your kid no harm,” Derrik finished.

“She’s not my kid,” I corrected. Uldrel came out of the kitchen and rounded the table. On passing, he let his elbow bump roughly against the side of Ellis’ head, stirring up more complaints from the Ascendant. Uldrel claimed the seat to my right and set a bottle of water and a Riaku plum in front of me.

I picked up the blue peeled delicacy in surprise. Fresh fruit was not readily available in Acheron. I turned to him. “I said I didn’t want anything.”

“I don’t care,” Uldrel grunted and dug into his own food. “You need to eat and drink. Finish both.”

I stared at him for a beat. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re bossy?”

“Yes,” Ellis and Derrik responded in unison. Uldrel ignored them.

Derrik motioned toward me with the bottle in his hand. “You got a look on your face when the girl got scared. A ‘fight or flight’ kind of look, and I’m concerned that in the middle of a sleep cycle, I’ll end up one drop pod short.”

I gave him a shrug rather than denying the claim.

“Again, I give you my word that while on my ship, you have no reason to be worried about the safety of yourself or Reagan.”

I rubbed the plum against my shirt, then took a bite. It was overripe based on the too soft texture, but I still had to hold back a moan from the sweet taste. Tucking a second bite in my cheek, I motioned to him. “See, that would be reassuring, except your word means nothing to me.”

“Because I’m an Ascendant?”

“Oh, no.” I shook my head. “I don’t like you because you’re an Ascendant. I don’t trust you because I don’t trust anyone.”

Ellis opened his mouth to speak, and Derrik shot him a pointed look. Whatever the immortal planned to say, fell away as he shut his mouth with a grumble. Derrik looked back at me and nodded.

“Fine. I can understand that. But what about a person’s instinct for self-preservation?” I leaned forward on the table, tapping my thumb against the side of the plum. Derrik’s argument was moving in the right direction. “We carry illegal trade goods. We don’t have an impressive wanted placard like the Lucky Fox does, but I have no interest in getting the law involved—enforcers or Ascendants. It’s why Ellis and I are running a crew in Outer Orbit.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why would two Ascendants avoid their own kind?” I clarified despite knowing my question hardly needed it. A muscle in Derrik’s jaw feathered and I could almost see the gears turning in his head.

He shared a look with Ellis, who shook his head, then at Uldrel who shrugged. The well-known Ascendant sighed, “I told you. I’m not associated with them anymore. We… don’t see eye-to-eye.”

The words gave me no clarification, but his voice held a raw desperation. Enough of it to make me believe that the immortal sitting in front of me was truly in hiding. I wondered why anyone would give up a life of luxury, but it made more sense if this wasn’t a choice at all but a consequence. A punishment. That I could swallow. If there was anything I learned in my travels, it was I could always count on selfish motivations.

“When do you dock next?” I asked.

Derrik smiled, “Cyn will fix up the warp drive in forty-eight hours. As soon as it’s done, I’ll have them steer us to the closest colony. It should be,” he paused in thought, as if mentally tracing a map in his mind, “Mandoor. That’s the next one we pass and with a working warp, it should take less than twelve hours.”

I gave the man a curt nod and leaned back in the seat to finish the plum. For now, Reagan and I would stick around. Worst-case scenario, the plan of stealing a drop pod while everyone slept was still on the table. It would be my backup plan. Every decent job had one.

Kennex taught me that.
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- TWENTY -

The Nova’s bunk room was small, but I found it cozy rather than restricting. A small port window near the top of the back wall helped. Seeing the stars, even just this bit, offered some peace.

Nylah brought in an armful of thick blankets that added color to the otherwise muted room. Other than the bed, the room had very little else. A shelf was built against the length of the wall and a dresser was welded to the floor across from it. Not that I needed a full-sized dresser. Everything I owned could fit into a single bag. I couldn’t decide if that was sad or efficient. Maybe both.

Reagan was staying in the room we were initially given to share. Since we were now the only guests on the ship, I had taken my own besides hers.

I stared up at the ceiling and marveled at how quiet the ship was. The Nova was coasting. The low background rumble of the engines and gravity simulator surrounded me, but for a ship as old as this one, I expected much worse.

The Port of Acheron always had something going on, and I could sleep through all of it which was why I found my current insomnia so ironic. It was too quiet to sleep. I shifted in the bed, readjusting my head on the pillow, and sighed. More than the hum of mechanical life, I was used to hearing Kennex’s soft snores.

This was the longest I had gone without having him by my side. No matter how hard I tried not to let the intrusive thought weave its way through my mind, it did. If I couldn’t find Kennex, this would be my future—countless nights too quiet for sleep. I tried to picture the memorized sound of Kennex’s soft breaths, but anxiety filled my chest until there was no room for air. I was drowning, and a worse thought made me sink even faster. What if I found Kennex, but he wasn’t mine anymore? That screwhead Ascendant’s last words rang poisonous in my head.

He belongs to Aether now.

My heart pounded as the walls around me closed in. The soft rapping of knuckles against metal interrupted my panic attack. I sat up breathless just as the doors slid open, and Reagan poked her head in.

She struggled to carry Orion and her stuffed animal in her arms. Her dark, curly hair was messier than usual. Maybe mine was just as messy. Reagan twisted her lips and shifted awkwardly.

I cleared my throat and tried to piece myself together. “Reagan? You okay?”

“I… I had a nightmare,” she whispered. “Can I… Can I stay here with you?”

“Oh. Um, sure.” I replied. The words had barely left my mouth when Reagan barreled in and onto the bed. She crawled over the blankets to settle in the space between me and the wall. I began to get up, move to the floor, but Reagan murmured my name while clutching the toy to her chest. Understanding her silent plea, I carefully laid back down and readjusted the blankets to rest over us both.

Orion, who had left Reagan’s arm as she got settled, padded over my covered body to curl up on my abdomen and shut his eyes. Reagan was so quiet that for a second I believed she had already fallen asleep. But, in the silence of the room, her mumbled voice was easy to hear.

“Is it my fault Heisin is dead, Ari?”

“What?”

“Acolyte Heisin. She’s dead. Is that because of me?” I sucked in a sharp breath at the loaded question. “She tried to protect me. When Acolyte Raba and Acolyte Kern came to get me, she tried to stop them.”

I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat.

“I lived with Heisin.” Reagan hugged the toy tighter. “She made me Chi-Chi.”

For a little girl without a mother, it sounded like Heisin had been the closest thing she had to one. A sense of respect welled up in my chest. Becoming an acolyte was lifelong dedication. It was a lifelong dedication. Acolytes swore themselves to the worship of Aether and surrendered all worldly pleasures. Heisin had decided to change and uproot her entire livelihood for this girl. Then, when all her carefully laid plans fell away, in a last act of desperation, she gave her life to try and save Reagan.

“No, Reagan,” I finally said, “it’s not your fault.”

Reagan stayed silent for a long time. “I heard her scream. Acolyte Kern carried me out of the room, but I heard Heisin scream, then she got quiet…” She squirmed, shifting so she could look at me. Orion had opened his eyes and the faint glow from them was the only reason I could see the frail, brokenness drawn across her face. “You said you found her, right? In my bedroom when you found Chi-Chi?”

“Um, yeah.”

“Did it look like it hurt?” Reagan asked a question no eight-year-old should have to ask. “When the other acolytes died, it looked like it hurt.” My eyes widened again at the casual mention of the others. “They stood around the tree, and they were chanting but then they were screaming. All of them were screaming so loud and they were bleeding and—” She buried the lower half of her face into Chi-Chi. “Orion told me to close my eyes. He helped me hide in the tree before the monster came.”

I furrowed my brow in thought. The acolytes had died before anyone could hurt Reagan. This new knowledge only confused me further—it made the spell seem pointless. Unless, the spell had been how the infusion came into existence. Magik might be the best explanation as to how a creature thought to be extinct existed on a dead planet. The revelation only left more questions though. I still didn’t understand why anyone would want to summon an infusion in the first place. Was that how they planned Reagan’s death? To be mauled by that monster? I felt even more revulsion and hatred for those acolytes— a feat I didn’t think possible.

“No.” I reiterated the point I wanted to drive home to her. “Her dying was not your fault, Reagan. None of it was.” She sniffled. “And when the acolyte—when Heisin died, it didn’t hurt.”

“How do you know?”

“She looked peaceful,” I lied, “like she was asleep.” This seemed to placate the girl. I reached over and tugged on one of the floppy ears of Chi-Chi. “What is she supposed to be anyway?”

Reagan giggled, a sound I found myself proud to elicit from the girl, “Chi-Chi is all my favorite animals.”

“Yeah? What’re your favorite animals?”

She began to ramble and the longer she spoke the slower her words came out. Orion must have noticed her voice growing heavy with sleep and closed his eyes. We were bathed in darkness again. She yawned in the midst of telling me about bears and finally dozed off. I stared up at the ceiling and listened to her slow breaths.

Reagan was a little girl chosen at birth to die. If anyone in the entire system had a reason to be angry and filled with hate, it would be her.

The people she trusted most dragged her across the length of space to be ritualistically killed. Her only chance at a loving home had been slaughtered in a bathroom on a dead planet. Yet, the tremble in her voice as she spoke told me she didn’t house an ounce of hate. In fact, Reagan felt guilt.

My right hand rested on Orion’s back. I mentally compared the scar on my forearm to the forming scars that existed on Reagan’s wrists. At her age, the instances that left permanent marks on my body had also planted a seed of anger that would only grow as I did. What I responded to with fury, she responded to with guilt, but we were undeniably alike. Both of us had lost the most important person in our lives, in circumstances neither of us could have predicted, and were forced on a journey with a virtual stranger.

My eyelids grew heavy. The steady, soft breaths of Reagan sleeping mingled with a sound akin to purring from Orion. I took in a slow, deep breath, and my body relaxed into the cushion of the bed. I found it easier now to focus on the sounds surrounding me rather than my troubled thoughts. It wasn’t Kennex, but it brought me comfort nonetheless.
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- TWENTY-ONE -

By the forty-eight-hour mark, the Ascendants hadn’t given me any cause to worry. Relations between the crew and us were civil. More than civil in the case of Reagan. Being the ray of sunshine she was, the girl had no issues getting along with everyone on board. Even after her initial shock and hesitance, she was friendly with both Ascendants.

“This wound is not normal,” Uldrel grumbled as he dabbed away black ichor from my injury. The claw and bite marks had technically improved. They were closing up, but the black goop remained. It collected in the open flesh and even seemed to darken the veins of my left arm. Luckily, I hadn’t experienced any concerning symptoms such as a fever, body aches, or sudden death—yet. “There is something very wrong with this.”

“Uldrel, I’m not even a medic, and I could’ve told you that.”

“Don’t speak while I work.”

“You’re working on my arm, not my mouth.”

“Yes, but I don’t feel like listening to your voice.”

“Then leave.”

I grinned and he glared. The medic had no intentions of leaving my wounds uncared for. A fact I knew because he had cornered me in the kitchen, and when I refused to follow him down to his medbay, he began treating me mid-snack.

Uldrel returned to cleaning my injury, and I went back to eating.

Oddly, I got along very well with the grouchy Stellotrian. Nylah and Cyn were easy to chat with, and their presence was a positive one, but that was hardly a surprise. I thought for sure Uldrel would end up on the same list as the Ascendants under the category of ‘tolerated, not liked.’ In part because he seemed to have mostly disdain for me, but also because he was Stellotrian. Unlike others in the system, I had no issue with those from Otradu. Seeing him reminded me of the brief moment of care and love I received between working for my father and then working for Recluse.

The memory forced upon me in that last nightmare hadn’t ended well. I never caught up to my father, and the group of monsters that had paid for me found me. Even that stent of my life didn’t last long, and I eventually ended up on Acheron. As a wandering nine-year-old, I got placed into the small, broken system for children with nothing to call their own. Before being committed to The School, a child would be placed with Watchers. Families who would take on an additional child for a tiny profit. It wasn’t a perfect system, but it was what Acheron had.

My first handful of homes didn’t stick. It hadn’t been the fault of those poor souls who tried to help me. I was temperamental. I was mean. I was a problem. Dealing with me hadn’t been worth the infinitesimal credits offered. With nowhere left to go, an older Stellotrian woman named Vhabreen, an outcast among the population due to her origin, took pity on me. I lived with her for two years before getting lost again.

“Should we just leave the wounds open this time?” I asked. “Let it drain a little overtime.”

Uldrel scoffed. “Didn’t you just say you weren’t a medic?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Then leave the healing to me, and you focus on shutting up.”

“Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, Uldrel?” I asked. He grumbled and rubbed a thick ointment onto the wound itself. It stung, but I bit back a wince. “Or did you chat with Ellis? I know seeing his face puts you in a sour mood. Appropriately so, in my opinion.”

“You’re still talking.”

“No, I’m eating.” I held out one of the sour pink candies to him. “Want one?”

Uldrel ignored me and rifled through his bag for a medigun. It looked similar to the one Kennex and I kept, but the nozzle was thicker, and I didn’t recognize the canister plugged in. “I’m packing your wound with gel. This will allow tissue to regrow while preventing a build-up of whatever the hells this is.”

The first bit of gel felt like ice. “Warn a gal. Yeesh, that’s cold.”

“But no pain?”

“It’s manageable.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Don’t worry about it, Uldrel.” I shook my head. My pain tolerance was one of the few skills that made me dangerous. A Recluse henchman had told me I was lucky to have the kind of attention and training from the man himself that allowed me this skill. I broke his nose in response.

“Do you plan on ever telling me how you got this wound?” Uldrel demanded.

I shrugged, and he scolded me for moving. “I told you. It’s complicated.” The medic rolled his eyes. I hummed, “What’re you doing here, Uldrel?” He shot me a look of confusion at the sudden change in topic. I elaborated. “How’s a Stellotrian medic end up on an Illyarium ship?”

Uldrel ignored me again, a talent of his, and moved from the claw mark on my forearm to the bite mark on my upper arm. I added, “Hey, I answered your question. You should answer mine.”

“You didn’t answer my question. You just stated it was complicated.”

“Just because you didn’t like my answer doesn’t mean it wasn’t one.”

Uldrel was quiet before grunting, “I am not a Stellotrian medic.”

“You’re a medic and you’re Stellotrian, so…”

“I am a medic, and I am Stellotrian. I am not a Stellotrian medic.” Uldrel corrected. “I did not study healing on Otradu. I was trained in medicine by Yarians.” That was unusual. Stellotrians barely put up with Yarians let alone trained alongside them. There was a story there. “Now, hush and stay still.”

Uldrel muttered under his breath again. A common occurrence around me, I was learning. His sleeves were rolled up to be out of his way and it allowed me to gaze at Vahk on his arm. My eyes darted to the rounded scar by my right elbow where I had used a knife to try and carve the same constellation against my skin, an idea my brilliant eleven-year-old self had made.

I had only dug the blade in once, got one star on my skin, before being stopped by Vhabreen. She tended my self-inflicted wound, pinched my pouting cheeks, and told me no constellation could match the strength and determination I housed in myself.

A pang of melancholy made my chest ache. I cleared my throat and tossed another candy into my mouth. Uldrel scolded the movement with a grunt. He filled in the last of my wounds and wrapped fresh bandages around my arm.

“Is the gel gonna absorb into me, or am I gonna need to get it scooped out?” Uldrel didn’t respond. “Uldrel? Hello?” Still no response. I scoffed, “If you’re ignoring me to prove a point about my talking, it’s a waste of time. I’ve spent twenty-four years talking out my ass and worse men than you have tried to break me of that habit with no success.”

A different conversation filled the air as Nylah and Ellis walked down the stairs from the flight deck. They spoke about visiting someone on a colony world I didn’t recognize. The conversation slowed when the two noticed us, but Ellis did a double take to the bag of open candy in front of me.

“Where did you get those?”

“Cyn said I could take some from their stash.” I motioned to a cabinet over my shoulder.

Ellis scoffed, “That’s not their stash, that’s my stash.”

“Oh.” I pushed another candy into my mouth. “Whoops.”

He snatched the bag off the counter and stormed to the opposite end of the room where the entrance to the engine room sat. Nylah seemed wholly undisturbed. She maneuvered around Uldrel, who was cleaning up the supplies he had stacked on the counter, and rummaged through the cabinets.

“How is your arm, Ari?”

“It’s fine. Uldrel is obsessive.”

Uldrel glared at me, but Nylah chuckled. “He’s a mularen.”

The medic spoke in Ainish to the woman who responded in kind. I interrupted their short conversation. “’Mularen?’”

“A… How do you say?” Nylah mumbled to herself. “It translates to ‘someone who stares at still sand and anxiously awaits a storm.’”

Uldrel scoffed. “My worries are appropriate considering the stubborn sheev has an unknown black substance oozing from her wounds.”

I bobbed my head once. Okay. That was fair. Nylah pulled her tea making tools from the cabinet and offered to make us both a drink. I had seen her with a mug in her hands often and curiously took her up on it.

“Ari.” Orion’s voice crackled to life in my ear. I still had no permanent helmet, a fact I loathed, but Cyn had loaned me a temporary one to use in emergencies. The anchor sat uncomfortably over my right ear as a poor substitute for what I was used to. “We have a problem. An Illyarium ship is on approach.” I stiffened, enough so to catch Uldrel’s curious eye. “It is a T-Frame.”

T-Frame. Spotting those ships was always a bad sign. It meant enforcers. I left the kitchen, ignoring Nylah and Uldrel who called after me, and on my way out yanked my jacket off the chair it hung from.

“How far out?” I asked.

“I would estimate ten minutes at the most before they dock to this ship. They are already hailing us.”

A string of every curse word I knew, even the foreign ones, cycled through my head on repeat. This was my fault. I had been stupid enough to trust an Ascendant. Rather than kick myself, I slid down the hatch ladder to get to the bunk rooms. Reagan was missing from our room. The question was only half out my mouth when Orion supplied an answer.

“She is in Nylah’s room.”

I slapped the pad on the wall to open Nylah’s doors and found Reagan nestled among a cocoon of blankets in a hammock-style seat hanging in the corner of the room with a book and Chi-Chi. The Kaili’s room was decorated with rich colors, and books lined an overflowing shelf. The walls were decorated with sketches of landscapes. Reagan lifted her gaze to me.

“Come. Now.” To her credit, the little girl didn’t hesitate. Reagan dropped the book and hurried across the room to me.

“What’s going on, Ari?” Reagan questioned as I ushered her out.

Rather than answer, I told her to grab her bag from our room as I rushed to grab mine. As I threw the crossbody bag over my shoulders, Derrik’s voice called out through an overhead speaker.

“All crew to the cargo hold.”

Reagan was stuffing Chi-Chi into her bag when I called for her. Again, she listened without pause. Reagan did question where Orion was, and I commented that the spark needed to get to us now if he didn’t want to be left behind. I dragged Reagan down the walkway and reached the stairs just as Ellis’ boots climbed down the ladder.

Reagan nearly toppled over with how fast I was tugging her, but I kept her on her feet. From the cargo hold, all I had to do was get Reagan through the door, past the medbay, and then the drop pods would be waiting for us by the lift.

Freedom was steps away, but all plans came to a screeching halt when Derrik stepped out. Kark. A glance over my shoulder showed we had been blocked in by Ellis, Uldrel, and Nylah. Derrick’s hands lifted innocently, but I lunged. It caught him off guard and allowed me to shove him back a few steps. Derrik’s thick hand clamped down on the back of my neck. I twisted out of his grip then elbowed him in the ribs.

Derrik grunted my name and recovered faster than I hoped. He grabbed me again with a more secure hold. As his arm wrapped around my neck, my hand twitched for a dagger that was not in its sheath. The only weapon on me was the tiny blade hidden in my heel. Derrik snapped my name, his voice rough against my ear, and I twisted my body to the left—forcing my body to his side, creating space between us. I kicked my leg behind his and pulled us back so he lost his balance. Caught off guard, Derrik went sprawling back to the floor. Before he made impact, I grasped the hilt of the energy sword on his belt.

Derrik cursed and Ellis chose that moment to join the fray. In the time it took for me to attempt to activate the uncooperative sword, Ellis reached us. He pulled Reagan away and the sound of her yelp of surprise turned my desperation to anger. I gave up on the sword, which must have been touch coded, and hurled it at the Ascendant’s head. The hilt hit my target, and Ellis released Reagan to cup his nose.

The decision had worked in getting the girl to my side, but its reckless nature left me weaponless once more. Derrik had risen and blocked our path into the storage room. Uldrel and Nylah stood on the other side blocking the stairs. Ellis pressed in with a glare.

I lifted my arms in a ready position—ready to go to war with my fists alone. The odds were not in my favor, but they rarely were.

“Ari, stop!” Derrik barked. He stepped forward and I mirrored it with Reagan pressed to my back. “We don’t mean you harm.”

“Speak for yourself,” Ellis grunted.

Nylah snapped at him in Ainish, and Derrik ignored him entirely. Cyn stepped out of the storage room and now the complete crew was against me. The Ascendant took another step closer and my entire frame stiffened. “Let us explain—”

“Explain what?!” I replied. “Explain that you called the authorities on us?”

“Ari—”

“That’s a T-Frame! I know who flies those Aether forsaken ships, Derrik! Those damned enforcers—”

“Ascendants,” Orion called out. The spark leaped from the walkway to the stacked cargo to the floor. “Ascendants are hailing us.”

I felt my blood run cold. I could fight an enforcer. That was nothing. I did that regularly. Ascendants were another story. I was failing against Derrik and Ellis. I couldn’t afford to add another to the mix, and there was no telling how many that T-Frame carried.

Derrik sighed. “We didn’t call them. I want them gone just as badly as you do. But, Ari, if you run, if you jump in the drop pod and go, they will see you. They’ll see it launch and follow. You know that, Ari. You’re not stupid.”

Ellis snorted, “Debatable.”

Derrik was right, and for the millionth time, I wished Kennex were here. This was the part he was good at. My recklessness would come up with a bare bones plan, and his logic would finesse it. Without him, I was only a bad idea wrapped in impulsive decision-making. No other ideas were coming to mind. I couldn’t lay down my arms and allow this to happen. That’s not who I was.

Orion weaved through the crowd of legs to stand between Reagan and me. He awaited a command, just as Reagan did, and my mouth went dry at the thought. If I made a wrong move, it would cost more than just my fate.

“We’re running out of time,” Derrik begged. “Have a little faith. Please.”

I didn’t think I had any kind of faith left in me to offer, but Reagan whispered my name and with a curse, I dropped my guard.

Derrik sighed in relief and began barking orders. “Cyn, start the docking process. Make it slow.”

“A bumbling, incompetent docking coming up, captain.” Cyn jogged away.

“Nylah, Ellis, I need you to—”

“Clear upstairs.” Nylah was already on the move with Ellis tailing behind her.

“Uldrel.”

Derrik and Uldrel unlocked and began to move the cargo. If I was in, then I was in.

I picked up Orion to shove into Reagan’s arms and began aiding the men in moving the cargo away from where it rested. Once finished, Derrik knelt and ran his finger alongside one of the metal seams on the floor until his fingers sank in. I watched him lift the floor panel to reveal a secret hold. The square shaped hold was a foot deep.

“We’ll hide you here until they finish their check.” As far as enclosed spaces went, this had to be as bad as it got. I grasped Reagan by the elbow. Derrik shot me a quizzical look. “Reagan doesn’t have to hide, right?”

“She stays with me.”

Derrik glanced at Uldrel, who shared a look I didn’t recognize, then back to me. I could see the dots connecting and stiffened. “You’re not the one hiding right now, are you?” Derrik’s gaze drifted to Reagan. “She is.”

The sound of whirring filled the air, followed by a shake as the other ship docked to the outside. A few steps remained in the docking process, but it was a warning sign all the same. I moved Reagan toward the hold and helped her settle down in it. Orion leaped out of Reagan’s arm.

“Orion?” Reagan reached her arms out.

The spark shook his head. “I will stay out here and be your eyes.”

I gave Orion an appreciative nod and watched him rush away to find a hiding place. He was growing on me. I met Derrik’s eyes once more, and my hand shook. I formed a fist and swallowed the lump of worry that had formed in my throat. “They can’t find her. If they do… Just please,” begging an Ascendant, this Ascendant, left a bad taste in my mouth. “Please don’t make me regret this.”

Derrik nodded once, and I laid down in the space. He closed the latch and drowned us in darkness. Uldrel and Derrik were moving the cargo boxes back in place, I could hear it, and a memory of metal pressing in hit so hard that my breath caught in my throat.

“Ari?” Reagan whispered. “Are you okay?”

Could she feel my trembling? Buried under the floor of this ship with our fate in the hands of strangers—worse Ascendants—I felt weak and helpless. Two things I swore years ago to never feel again. Reagan curled into my side, and I let her.

We laid in darkness and listened to the muted sounds above us. All I heard were the familiar voices I had grown to know over the past two days. The loud whirring of the cargo hold’s airlock opening made the voices grow silent. Reagan stiffened, and I whispered one last soft reassurance.

Heavy, metal boots plodded overhead. Orion’s voice came to life in my ear. “Ari, there are two Ascendants.” An overwhelming sense of worry and regret filled every bone in my body. I closed my eyes and clenched my jaw. “Ascendant Binna Cane and Ascendant Savorese Landers.”

I had done this. I had been foolish enough to take the word of an Ascendant, and I let him bury me in his floor instead of running when I had the chance. An amused, husky voice, belonging to a female, let out a laugh that echoed in the otherwise quiet cargo hold.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t my two favorite failures. How lucky are we, Landers?”

“Very,” a deep voice responded. “With this kind of luck, we should head to Caegra after this. The Hall of Mirrors is calling our names.”

Ellis groaned, “Aether, I’m just now remembering how much I hate both of you.”

“What are you doing this far out in the system?” Derrik demanded.

Did he really not know? Maybe he was trying to keep my guard down until the last minute, but I couldn’t imagine why. He had me surrounded and helpless.

Orion chimed in, “The tension seems sincere, Ari.” It was either sincere or the Ascendants were putting on quite the show. “The Ascendants are in full gear and carry weaponry. They are on a job.”

Heavy footsteps walked about slowly. Derrik spoke again, “I’ll only repeat myself once. What are you doing here?”

“We’re patrolling,” Landers replied. His voice sounded closer.

“Patrolling?” Ellis laughed. “In Outer Orbit? Who did you guys piss off?”

“Unlike you, akhylas,” Binna spat the unfamiliar word out, “We are faithful. We are obeying our orders. We were sent this far out because we can be trusted.”

Landers added, “We’re looking for a girl.”

Reagan whimpered and I quietly shushed her.

“She’s in grave danger. Her name is Reagan Moretti, and she was kidnapped while on an excursion with a group of esteemed acolytes. She was taken by two outlaws. They slaughtered all eight acolytes and she has not been seen since. We are all greatly concerned for her health and well-being.”

Reagan didn’t have a last name. It was a topic that had come up earlier to satisfy my curiosity

“Moretti?” Derrik questioned. “As in…”

“Malachi Moretti. She is the Curator’s daughter.”

Reagan gasped, and I covered her mouth. Luckily, Uldrel’s had chosen that time to speak and his voice washed out any sound Reagan had made. “The Curator has a daughter?”

“Were we speaking to you, magusnaut?” Binna spat.

That was a term I did recognize. The anger it stirred in me was immediate. It was derogatory— used as an insult toward those from Otradu. I didn’t know the history of the word, but I knew it was the worst kind of insult. A slur.

“You’ll show my crew respect, or you’ll leave, Binna.” Derrik threatened.

“That isn’t a choice you can make, Russell,” Binna laughed. “We’re on board to search for any signs of the outlaws.”

“Do you mind starting your search then?” Ellis sighed. “The sooner you guys finish, the sooner I can go back to pretending you don’t exist.”

A grunt and a scuffle could be heard. Nylah cried out for someone to stop, and something or someone was thrown into the cargo above us. Reagan startled with a cry that was thankfully muffled by my hand and falling crates.

“Landers attacked Ellis. It started a fight between the two. Derrik separated them, but Binna kicked him into the cargo when he was distracted,” Orion narrated.

“Please, just stop!” Nylah cried again. “Do the search you came for.”

There was brief shuffling, cargo being slid aside, then the heavy footfalls faded. Orion reported their movement. Landers searched the medbay, and Binna went upstairs. I let my hand fall from Reagan’s mouth knowing the Ascendants would be too far to hear her even if she did choose to make a noise.

“Are they going to leave soon?” Reagan whispered.

“Yeah.” Hopefully, I was being honest. “Yeah, they will.”

Orion kept me updated on all the places the Ascendants searched, and it eased my anxiety to some degree. It only took them about ten minutes to scour the entire ship, and from the loud noises, I assumed they weren’t being cautious about it. Orion warned of the Ascendants’ return.

“How the mighty have fallen,” Landers chuckled. He must have stood by the cargo for his voice to be so clear. “You know, it does my heart good to see the space you’re trapped in now, Russell.”

“I’m not trapped here,” Derrik replied. “I choose to be here. This is my home.”

“Your home is a collection of spare parts and rust held together by a patchy weld job.”

Cyn’s voice was the next to chime in. “Hey. These spare parts are held together by an exemplary weld job, thank you, and I got rid of all the rust a month ago. So, jokes on you.”

Landers only chuckled more, “And the company you choose to keep is pathetic.”

“I am more than content with the company I’ve chosen,” Derrik replied with a level tone. He wasn’t being argumentative or hostile. He was speaking as if he were listing simple, undeniable facts. “Now, are the two of you satisfied?”

Binna snorted. “Hardly. But we do finally get to leave you in your filth which is nice. Plus, we’ll have a fun story to tell the others. Everyone would be interested to know where Derrik Russell ended up. As for Ellis,” Binna paused, “Well, no one cared enough to wonder.”

“Oh, Binna. If you’re still in love with me, just say so,” Ellis said.

“You arrogant, carbon waste—”

I had no trouble recognizing the familiar sound of a punch making contact.

“Binna!” Derrik barked out the name with enough force that I felt it in my chest. No amount of ribbing and sour comments over the past two days had goaded him into arguing with me. His voice never raised, and it never strayed far from amused in emotional range. I had a talent for annoying the hells out of the people around me, but Derrik had seemed immune. “You did your search. Now get off my ship.”

“Of course, captain,” Binna said the title mockingly. “Here’s the placard. If you see anything, you must report it. The Curator wants his beloved daughter back, and we all want justice for the acolytes. You understand?”

“Fine. Leave.”

A low chuckle, then fading steps. The sound of machinery whirring was like music to my ears. Orion confirmed the Ascendants were gone, and I let out a breath of relief. My hand fell from Reagan’s mouth, and she whispered, “Are they gone?”

I didn’t have the chance to answer as the latch of the panel clicked with release and it was lifted. I flinched as light flooded in and tried to blink it away as Reagan and I sat up. When my eyes adjusted, I realized Derrik knelt by the edge of the hold. His fists clenched and his lips drawn in a tight line. Behind him, the rest of his crew stood stared at us with various degrees of confusion and curiosity.

My eyes snapped back to Derrik. He nodded once. “We have some questions.”
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The placard Binna had given Derrik was nothing out of the ordinary. The image displayed was taken from a security feed of Kennex and I during our Yersinia job. It was a clear shot of us, but we had our suits on with our helmets activated. I had seen hundreds like it. Fox and Venom. Nobody outside Acheron knew who Ari Barlow or Kennex Hall were.

My eyes traced Kennex in the image. He was strong in stance and tense in his shoulders. His hand cannon aimed at the camera. This must have been the last shot before Kennex destroyed it. The geometric shape of a snake’s open jaws, fangs prominent, hovered over his helmet’s glass in neon green. Staring at him made my chest ache.

“Do you want us to give you a minute alone with your placard? Or are you gonna start talking soon?” Ellis asked.

I looked up from the pad in my hands. He sat in the chair with the armrests, his unofficial seat, and his boots were kicked up onto the table. Ellis was injured. An unusual state to see an Ascendant in. They didn’t bleed. Any wound that didn’t kill them glowed as if their entire bodies were imbued with the light the acolytes spoke so highly of. After seeing an infusion drip darkness, it was interesting to see an Ascendant bleed light.

There was a shimmer around Ellis’ eye, like gold dusting, that I was equating to a bruise, and the cut on his lip gave off a dim, golden glow. Both were already in the process of healing.

“Just go back to quietly sulking, Ellie,” Cyn called out.

“I’m not sulking.”

“You’re sulking a little.”

Uldrel climbed up into the room through the hatch, and he threw an ice pack in Ellis’ direction. The bruised and sulking Ascendant caught it with ease and slapped it onto his face. He leaned his head back so the ice pack would stay while he folded his arms across his chest.

“Ari,” Derrik said, “Reagan confirmed that you and your friend did not kidnap her.”

I rolled my eyes. It was the one question I let them ask her before ushering her to our room with Orion. They wanted to make sure I wasn’t holding her hostage, and only after she confirmed this did they let her leave. Reagan had been hesitant to leave my side after the Ascendants debacle, but if we were going to talk about Diomedes then I didn’t want her around. There was no reason for her to go through it again.

“Why does the Curator want her?”

“It’s not because she’s his daughter, I’ll tell you that,” I mumbled.

Ellis snatched the ice pack off his face. “Yeah, no kidding she’s not his—”

“Ellis.” Nylah snapped her fingers at him. He grumbled and dropped the pack on his face. “I’m sorry, Ari. We asked you to trust us, and you did. I feel we’ve given you ample evidence that it was the right call to make.” Her thick, dark hair had long ago fallen from its intricate braid and now fell past her shoulders in a wavy, mess. “You’re now asking us to trust you, and I think I speak for all of us when I say we would like to; however, like you, blind faith is not our strong suit, and we’d like evidence of our own.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. Derrik and Ellis were undeniably at odds with the two Ascendants that had boarded, but I needed to know why.

“I can answer that for you, but”—I shook my head—“I need you to answer one more question for me.”

“You can’t be—” Ellis went to grab his ice pack once more, but Derrick reached out, and pushed it back onto his face before he could say anything further. Ellis slumped in his seat.

“Ask,” Derrik replied with more patience than I could fathom.

“Why aren’t you Ascendants anymore?”

“Didn’t you hear?” Cyn chimed. “They’re both akhylas.”

“Yeah, I heard that, but I don’t know what that means.”

“Poison to Aether,” Derrik answered. “Akhylas is a term used to describe an Ascendant who has taken advantage of their blessings. Those who have turned from the light.” He raked his fingers through his short beard. “Six years ago, there was an… altercation between Malachi and I.” During the last tense talk we had at this table, he admitted to avoiding Ascendants, but he had left out that the issue was with the Curator himself. “Being at odds with the Ascendant who oversees all others caused issues, as you can imagine.”

It took me a beat for his words to click in my mind. I shook my head, confused. “Wait, the Curator is an Ascendant?”

“Oh, yeah,” Cyn snickered. “It’s a messed-up thing to find out, huh?” They motioned to themself. “Took me days to wrap my head around that little fun fact. But it explains why the Curator never shows his face, he just changes his name every once in a while, and all the other Ascendants and high-ranking acolytes keep his secret.”

I glanced at Derrik who just nodded in response. “It’s true.”

“So, an Ascendant has been choosing who should be Ascendant?” I scoffed. “Doesn’t that seem like a conflict of interest?”

“It does, but it is hardly the topic to be discussed right now,” Uldrel said. “Derrik and Ellis have not been in contact with any Ascendants for the three years that we’ve been running as a crew. Now, can we get back to the issue at hand?”

Nylah chimed in. “Uldrel, cut her some slack. It’s a shocking thing to hear considering the lie most of the system believes.”

“Yeah, it’s not every day a person gets confirmation that a High Council member and a religious icon is a big, fat liar.” Cyn chuckled. They winked at me. “Probably the biggest secret of this system, and you found out in our little dining room. Wild, right?”

I scrunched my nose. “Five days ago, I would’ve agreed, but I think I have you beat in system-wide secrets.” They all gave me odd looks, save for Ellis who kept the ice pack resting on his face. “Kennex—” I paused. “My partner and I got sent to Diomedes for a rescue mission. Someone activated a distress signal and was claiming a one million credit reward for the person who picked them up.”

As I traced our steps to the planet, they stayed silent.

“While on Diomedes, we were attacked by an infusion.”

“Infusion?” Uldrel repeated in alarm.

“Infusions are extinct.” Ellis removed his ice pack to shoot me a skeptical glare.

I motioned to my bandaged arm. “I got a half-rotting arm that says you’re wrong.”

Uldrel spluttered, “Your injury was infusion induced, and you didn’t think to tell me!?”

“Would you have believed me?” I replied with a raised eyebrow.

“How did you escape it?” Nylah jumped in. She wore a look of intrigue and curiosity. “Did it truly possess the carcass of an animal? What state of rot was it in? Oh! What about—”

Cyn faux coughed out their words. “Nylah, breathe.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I shook my head. “Uh, it took the form of a dead wolf. It was revolting, and I, uh, I killed it.”

“A wolf on Diomedes?” Derrik questioned as Ellis scoffed, “You killed it?”

Whereas Ellis looked like he was doubting every word out of my mouth, Derrik looked more contemplative than skeptical.

“Is that your big, system-wide secret? Infusions being back?” Cyn spoke up, and their tone was light and refreshing in comparison to the tense air surrounding the table. “Because if so, I still think we win. I mean, it’s a juicy secret, no doubt, but…”

“No. Reagan was raised in the Court of Aether, and she was taken to Diomedes to be ritualistically sacrificed by acolytes. That’s the secret.”

Nylah, Uldrel, and Ellis all reacted in shock and alarm as they spewed questions I couldn’t distinguish between. Cyn’s features didn’t change, and they bobbed their head a few times before shrugging. “Yeah, all right, you win, Fox.”

Derrik raised his hands to quiet the room. He ran his hand through his hair and motioned toward me, “Can you be more specific about Reagan, Ari?”

I leaned forward against the table with a sigh. As I brought them up to speed, walking through our haunted steps, I picked at the edge of the bandages Uldrel had wrapped around my arm—irritating the injury underneath.

“They raised her to die and…” I sighed. “I think the acolytes used magik to summon the infusion to kill Reagan.”

Cyn, Ellis, and Derrik were quick to dismiss the idea, a knee jerk reaction. Yarians who couldn’t even fathom a non-Otradu native using it, while Uldrel and Nylah stayed curious. It painted a very clear scene of which world was the most intolerant.

“What makes you so certain?” Nylah asked.

“They were chanting in Otri. I can’t imagine there are many reasons for that other than casting a spell.” Uldrel and Nylah shared a look I didn’t understand while the others mulled this information over. I mumbled, “Granted, they didn’t do that great of a job considering they all died, and the kid lived.”

Derrik glanced over to Uldrel who nodded in some form of confirmation. The immortal leaned forward to rest his arms on the table. Shock was settling on his features.

“Are we actually believing this?” Ellis threw the ice pack onto the table with a grunt. “She’s literally a criminal with a record a lightyear long! We need to get rid of them as fast as possible.”

“Ellis,” Nylah scolded, “be reasonable.”

“I am being reasonable! We need to look out for us, not them. Just look at how much trouble her and the kid have caused already.”

“We would’ve been stopped by those Ascendants regardless of Ari and Reagan.”

“Why are you defending them?” Ellis snapped. “This is—”

“Stop,” Derrik interrupted the unfolding argument.

Nylah and Ellis both stopped immediately.

“Okay. Is there anything else we should know?”

If they had trouble believing the first half of this story, then they’d really struggle with the second. Somehow, an infusion on Diomedes was more realistic than Kennex ascending.

Derrick was either a good guess or he was able to connect the dots just from the look on my features. “The partner that went with you to Diomedes, where is he?”

The simple question stopped my heart. Flashes of Kennex lying in a pool of his blood came to the forefront of my mind. The images came suddenly, vividly, as if the world around me ceased to exist. All that was left was that cursed moment. Kennex’s shaky and pained breaths, his pale skin, that gushing wound. Kennex’s hand was on my face again, and all the red— red blood, red pain, red anger.

Red. Red. Red. Then gold.

“Ari?”

I jumped. Nylah grabbed my attention, concern painted on her features. All five others stared at me. Quickly, I cleared my throat. “Um, right.” I laced my fingers together. “This is gonna sound crazy—”

“You’re just now sliding in that disclaimer?” Ellis scoffed.

I ignored him. “My partner was, uh, he was hurt. More than hurt. He, um, he died.” Pity flashed on the faces staring back at me. Nylah’s lips parted with an apology, but I finished, “But then he came back.”

“Say what now?” Cyn blurted.

“On our way off Diomedes, we were stopped by an Ascendant.” I sighed. “X’ael.” Derrik’s features darkened at the very mention of the Ascendant, and Ellis muttered a curse under his breath. A fitting reaction. “He was looking for Reagan.” As I shared our harrowing attempt at escape, I tried not to get sucked into the memory. “We almost made it but…” The ghost of a metallic tang filled my mouth at the memory of Kennex’s blood. “X’ael shot Kennex.”

Uldrel tilted his head, “But it didn’t kill him.”

“No, it did.”

“But you said—”

“Kennex ascended.” I finally spat the words out. As I suspected, my statement was met with disbelief and suspicion. I could hardly blame them. “I know how that sounds, and I don’t know how it was even possible, but… Kennex died. I watched him take his last breath—” My voice caught in my throat, and I mentally cursed myself for the show of weakness. “But then his body started to glow and he… came back.”

The silence that followed was painfully tense. I reached up to my neck to seek out a necklace that was no longer there. The habit of nervously playing with the charm stung worse now that it was tied to Kennex in this way. It was confusing. Watching in horror as my partner took the form of something we spent so many years loathing but were thankful for it all the same because it meant I hadn’t lost him. Not entirely. Not yet. I had the opportunity to find him, and that was invaluable.

“So, your partner is an Ascendant?” Cyn’s head tilted.

“No.” I blurted. Firm. “He’s not. He’s never been. He’s…” I didn’t know where my sentence was going. It had a start with no end. With all eyes on me, I locked my jaw and rubbed the back of my neck— unable to stay still. “I don’t know what happened, but Kennex is not an Ascendant.”

“Of course, he’s not,” Ellis scoffed. “Random screwheads in Outer Orbit don’t just suddenly ascend. She’s lying.” He motioned toward me dismissively. “Or she’s delusional.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Congrats, Holt. You’re literally the most unbearable person I’ve ever met. Quite the feat.” Ellis rolled his eyes and the urge to throttle him was overwhelming. “It happened.”

“Is there any way he was an Ascendant before that moment? And you just didn’t know?” Derrik asked. “Maybe he was in hiding—”

“Of course not,” I snapped. “Kennex was a normal Yarian like me. We grew up together. I’ve seen him bleed with my own two eyes. I’ve patched him up more times than I can count.” My frustration was rising. “It wasn’t until we stepped on that Aether forsaken planet that everything got fraked up. Everything changed.”

A tense moment of silence filled the air. Finally, Nylah spoke, “What happened then?”

Having her press for the unbelievable details made my eyes widen. I cleared my throat and nodded. “X’ael was as shocked as I was, if not more so. He had come for Reagan, but he took Kennex instead.”

“He just left you on Diomedes?” Uldrel asked.

“He ripped the foam packing from my wounds first, but yeah.”

Ellis grunted once and mumbled, “Sounds like X’ael.”

“He mentioned taking Kennex to the Curator,” I said. Derrik furrowed his brow as I spoke. “I’m going after him. Ideally, if I could catch up to him—”

“X’ael took him?” Ellis asked. The confirmation was only half out of my mouth before he continued. “Then that’s a lost cause. He’s probably more than halfway to the Court right now.”

I narrowed my eyes in confusion, “That’s impossible. This happened less than a week ago.”

“X’ael’s ship is a Ronin K12.”

I pictured the sleek ship he had carried Kennex onto. “That means nothing to me.”

“One-of-a-kind ship designed by Ronin Weis,” Cyn sighed wistfully as they slumped forward to lean on the table. “Queen of the skies. Beautiful engineering. The K12 can cross the Meridian System in eleven days.” My eyes widened. That was unheard of. “Those on board have to go under, cryo sleep like the old days, but the warp drive on that girl is a work of art. What I wouldn’t give to play with her.”

Cyn was lost in longing, but my heart fell at their words. The one shred of hope I carried was Kennex wouldn’t have to face the Court or the Curator alone for long if I caught up. This made it impossible. Even if I flew nonstop to Inner Orbit, with no breaks for supplies or rest, it would take me at least two months to get there. That was two months of Kennex being trapped with no ally.

Derrik continued his line of questioning despite my crisis. “Where does Reagan fit in all of this?”

“I…” I tried not to think about Kennex in a den of immortals without me. “Um, Orion said he’d help me gain access to the Court if I delivered the girl to Pykail.”

“Where on Pykail?” Nylah questioned.

“Tyhali.”

Uldrel narrowed his eyes. “Why there?”

I was hoping to avoid mentioning the hunter that awaited us there. Awkwardly, I grimaced, and gave a small shrug. “I’m delivering her to a bounty hunter.”

As I thought I’d be, my statement was met with various degrees of skepticism and outright mocking. All fair and accurate. I opened my mouth, ready to defend myself from this terrible idea, but I was saved the effort when Orion’s voice saved me. “I believe I can offer further clarification.” Seconds later, he leaped onto the table where he sat directly in front of me.

“The kid?” I asked.

“She is sleeping,” Orion confirmed her safety. “I heard this discussion and thought it best I come and explain further.”

“Perfect.” I crossed my arms and winced. “You can take on their third degree.”

Uldrel rose from the table and grunted in my direction. “Come.”

He left down the hatch without waiting to see if I would follow. All eyes were on me, including Orion who peered over his shoulder, and I blew out a sigh of irritation. Guess that meant they expected me to listen to the medic.

Glancing around once more, my eyes locked with Derrik. I slowly stood. “Thanks.” The word tasted bitter on my tongue, and not just because it was an Ascendant I was thanking. I didn’t make a habit of needing help, and it annoyed me to no end that I had to rely on him and his crew. “I, uh, I appreciate you hiding us.”

“Aether, you look pained,” Ellis commented, and I flipped him off.

Uldrel’s voice barked my name out over the intercom and the squeal of feedback spoke to how hard he must have hit the speaker’s button. Ellis dismissively waved me away and I would’ve been angrier at the motion if the sight of his healing face hadn’t caught me off guard. The shimmer of his bruise and the glow on his lip was already gone. No evidence of it left behind.

“Will you fraking go before he yells again?”

With nothing left to say, I walked over to the hatch and slid down the ladder.
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Iwas halfway down the cargo hold stairs when Uldrel yelled over the intercom again. I jogged the remainder of the way. When I reached the already open doors, I stared at the medic in disbelief. Uldrel stood by the cot with his hands on his hips and his features twisted in irritation as if I were the problem.

“Are you out of your damned mind?”

“If you had come when I asked politely—”

“Politely? Which of your orders was polite?”

“You’re bleeding,” Uldrel snapped. I glanced down at the bandages around my wrist to see red blossoming through. Despite his complaints, I peeled off the already damaged bandages myself. Blood leaked out from around the gel he had packed. This was a minor issue if anything. I was just happy to be seeing red instead of black, but it seemed no injury of any size was minor by the Stellotrian’s standards.

Uldrel pointed to the cot and rather than argue, I sighed and plodded over to sit.

“I don’t have to replace the gel, but if you mangle it more, I make no promises.”

“Yeah, well, I can’t promise to not mangle it more,” I mumbled, mostly to myself.

Uldrel didn’t move or speak for a bit, and I curiously lifted my gaze from my wound to find him staring at me with that same curious, furrowed brow. I shrugged and Uldrel shook his head before cleaning away the blood.

“How do you know so much about magik?” Uldrel asked. “Most Yarians view it as a sin, from my understanding. It is an act of savages, and a slight against Aether.”

“I’m not like most Yarians.”

“You’ve made that quite clear.”

My eyes found his arm again. A sense of déjà vu overwhelmed me, but I couldn’t determine if it came from being in this position days prior or a memory from longer ago. I nodded toward his arm.

“Vahk. God of battle.” Uldrel stiffened, but I continued, “Those blessed under his stars will become warriors like no other. They will draw his cunning forethought and his unyielding determination.”

Rather than question further, Uldrel gave me a shocked but direct statement. “I am not the first Stellotrian you have come to know in your life.” I shook my head. “Who?”

“There was a woman. I lived with her for two years. She was born under the same sky as you.”

Uldrel and I just stared at one another, and my stomach flipped at the worry of what painful questions I’d have to answer in response. I attributed the mistake of revealing myself to the frazzled state my mind was in after being locked in the floor and hunted by Ascendants.

Uldrel nodded once. “She was from Oojar, wasn’t she?”

My eyes widened in surprise because he was correct. “Yeah. She was. How’d you know that?”

“When teaching you these things, she referred to Vahk as a god.”

Just as before, he offered no further clarification of his statement. My fear of reciprocation weighed heavier than my curiosity. I didn’t press further. Uldrel returned his attention to my minor injury, and I ruminated on his words.

Uldrel mumbled to himself, pleased with the state of my arm, and began to spread a new layer of salve over it. His concentration and actions were more than enough to distract me. As he wrapped my arm with gauze again, I scrunched my nose at him, “Why do you care so much? You barely know me.”

“I’m a medic, you’re a patient,” Uldrel replied blankly. “It is my job to care.”

I had a difficult time believing anybody was kind enough to care about a virtual stranger. Not this far out in Outer Orbit, and certainly not someone like me. Caring to that degree was the quickest way to get yourself killed.

“That’s naïve,” I said. “Life’s not that simple.”

“Why not?”

“Because it isn’t.”

“It can be,” Uldrel replied simply. He secured the gauze, and I studied the focus in his eyes. His irises were dark gray, a shade near black, and speckled with silver. A miniature universe on display. As if while gazing up at the night sky, the stars themselves had fallen and gotten trapped in his gaze.

“How come you work on this ship alone?”

“I’m not alone.”

“I meant as the only Stellotrian.” Most Stellotrians didn’t choose to live away from their home world, from their home people, very often. That’s what Vhabreen had told me. She never explained why she did and anytime I had asked she claimed she had gotten lost. A sentiment I resonated with so I never pressed.

Uldrel stepped away to clean up the supplies he had used. I remained seated and studied the broad expanse of his back. When he turned around, he sighed in Otri, “Than shin see ah.” The words were quiet. Each syllable more hissed than spoken.

“Are you cursing at me?” I asked. “Because it’ll be more fruitful if you do it in a language I understand.”

“I am not cursing at you,” Uldrel scoffed. “It is a common Stellotrian phrase. ‘I am an island’. To answer your question, I am not alone, but I do not have Stellotrian allies. I was banished many years ago.”

“Oh, that sucks.” I said then winced at my lackluster response. I aimed for something better. “Sorry.”

“I’m not. I made my decisions and I stand by them,” Uldrel countered. I thought he might elaborate, I hoped he would, but Uldrel changed the subject altogether. “More than likely, my comrades upstairs are deciding whether to aid you and Reagan on your journey. I am certain they will decide they want to.”

“What makes you so sure of that?”

“I know my people.”

His people. The Stellotrians were simply Stellotrians, but these were his people.

It made sense to me. I had seen the way they interacted, and it was clear this was more than just a crew traversing the system in search of the next payment. Being on this ship felt like I had stepped into the home of a family as a lingering visitor.

“If they do offer to help, if all of you agree,” I asked, tilting my head, “should I accept the offer? Can I trust their intentions? Your intentions?”

Uldrel crossed his arms, probably rolling every little response in his head just as I was. He stepped closer and shook his head. “I don’t know you, Ari Barlow, but I know your type. Outlaw. Vaw-nath. A person who thrives outside society living for themselves.”

I could hardly argue in my favor.

“You doubt any word out of a person’s mouth. I can see it in your eyes. Even if I were to say ‘yes,’ would you believe me?”

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “Depends how you say it, I guess.”

The medic nodded after what felt like an eternity. “Yes, you can trust our intentions. We only mean to help. Reagan, Orion, and you are safe within the walls of this ship.”

I believed him. Trust was a hard thing to come by and an even harder thing for me to hand out, but this wasn’t trust. This was reading the situation—reading Uldrel. I had yet to puzzle out if the faith he had in his people was blind or deserved, but at this moment the man standing across from me had full confidence in his answer.

“So, how’d you end up learning Illyarium medicine?”

“That is a conversation for another day.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve had enough of you for now, I think.”

I chuckled. Kennex always said I had a knack for finding the most easily irritated person to bother with my demeanor. I supposed that still rang true. The sound of approaching boots made me slide off the cot. Derrik appeared in the doorway and it was still unsettling to see him in person.

“How’re you feeling?” He came into the medbay, drifting closer to where I stood.

“Like a million credits,” I replied. “Your medic is a real healer of mind, body, and spirit.”

“Why in the hells are you still in here? Didn’t I say I was done with you?” Uldrel chimed.

Derrik nodded. “Yes, well, do you have a minute to talk? Preferably in a place where I’m not at risk of having a heavy medical tool thrown at my head?”

“That happened one time, and you ducked,” Uldrel snorted.

Derrik stepped back out of the medbay, and I shot Uldrel one more glance that he met before following after Derrik through the crowded storage room and back out into the cargo hold.

“How is Reagan?”

“Fine, I guess.” I crossed my arms. “She hasn’t called for me or Orion which means she somehow managed to sleep through Uldrel’s barking.”

Derrik chuckled, “That’s impressive.” A beat of awkward tension passed before he cleared his throat and nodded. “She really has been through a lot.”

“She has,” I replied. “Which is why I’d rather her not fall back into the Curator’s clutches.” Derrik murmured what sounded like agreement. I motioned to him. “You know the Curator pretty well, don’t you? Is he as psychotic as he sounds, my lord?”

“Please, don’t call me that.” Derrik winced and then motioned to me. “How would you like it if I referred to you as ‘criminal’?”

“I’ve been called much worse.” I snickered. It was adorable that this Ascendant thought the title “criminal” would do any sort of emotional harm to me. With the names Recluse had spat at me over the years, my skin was much thicker than that. “I thought your kind loved the worship?”

“I never asked to be worshipped. I never wanted it. Nobody asked my permission to paint those fraking murals,” Derrik muttered the last bit. He ran a hand through his chestnut brown hair making it messier than it had already been. He cleared his throat. “Besides, as you now have proof of, Ellis and I don’t associate with them anymore, remember?”

I nodded. “Right. Acchylia.”

“Akhylas.”

“Yeah, that’s what I said.” I brushed off his correction and he chuckled. “What earned you that title?”

“You really want to know?” He asked.

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”

“I killed the Curator,” Derrik replied. The answer took me aback. For a second, I had forgotten about the Curator being an Ascendant himself. “It was the first time Malachi had died and been forced to revive in centuries. He didn’t like that too much.”

I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets. “Why do I have the feeling you won’t be sharing the reason why you killed him?”

“Because I won’t. I don’t owe you my life story.” Derrik shrugged. “You have your secrets, parts of yourself you’re not willing to share, and I’m the same.”

I was the kind who understood the fairness in that.

“I wanted to talk to you about Reagan. We want to help. We’ll get her to Pykail.” Orion must be a hells of a sweet talker to convince this whole group. “We want to help you too, you know. After getting Reagan to Pykail, we can get you to the Court. Drop you off at the very least.”

“Out of the goodness of your hearts?”

“Partly.” Derrik grinned. “Though, as Ellis pointed out, it’d also feel pretty satisfying to piss off Malachi.” He held his hand out to shake. “Deal?”

“And what do you want in return?” I pressed again. Uldrel had said they’d agree to help, but I still found it hard to wrap my mind around that. Maybe they, like the medic, were of the mindset that sometimes you just had to do good for the sake of doing good.

Derrik shrugged. “How about you just agree to not steal any of my drop pods or murder any of us in our sleep?”

My lips curled into an amused smirk. “That plan went out the window when I found out what you and your buddy were.”

“Oh. I doubt that.” Derrik shook his head. “You seem like the kind that could get creative enough to manage it.”

I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh. If someone had told me I’d be standing in a cargo hold making a deal with Derrik Russell I would’ve stabbed them for the audacity of suggesting I’d ever be civil with an Ascendant. If Rozick ever met the immortal standing in front of me he’d be aghast at the Ascendant’s attitude and that thought did me some good. I flexed my hand, then held it out. It was the best move I had on the board right now, but old habits die hard. I spent so many years spitting at his mural that agreeing to anything involving him still left me feeling dirty.

“Why does it feel like I’m making a deal with the devil?” I scoffed.

Derrik shook my hand once and shot me a boyish smile that I never would’ve pictured the mural wearing. “I’m a god, not the devil.”
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- TWENTY-FOUR -

Aweek on the Nova passed in the blink of an eye. Even when a ship used its warp drive, it still took weeks to get anywhere, and time had a habit of blurring together. Minutes bled into hours which bled into days. It was a waiting game, and my only distraction came from watching the lives of the crew unfold around me.

I learned Nylah was as kind as she seemed. The motherly woman doted on Reagan, an action that made sense to me considering she was a child, but Nylah tried to dote on me as well. It was attention I wasn’t used to. She’d bring me snacks when she noticed I skipped meals or bring me a blanket when I sat on the couch flipping through a borrowed book. I forgot kindness like that, given to a stranger with no ulterior motive, existed.

The person Nylah doted on the most was Cyn. The pilot and engineer extraordinaire turned out to be more of a disaster than I initially assumed. They were a solar storm bottled in Yarian flesh. Cyn was boisterous, animated, and unashamed of who they were. They were also as smart as they were chaotic. The gear they promised to work on was unrecognizable. They’d run me through their plans and I’d pretend to understand their excited babbling. Nothing in all of the system seemed able to knock the contagious grin off their features. Save for Ellis Holt.

Ellis had been a pain in the ass from the start. This was, unfortunately, just his personality. The nonchalant immortal had a deadpan way of expressing his opinions, and he always had a comment to add. He had undergone a spacewalk to fetch the weapons I had blown out of the airlock because they meant so much to him. His demeanor led me to believe his main priorities were himself and his hand cannons, but Ellis still managed to fit in. No matter how much he argued with Cyn, he laughed with them just as much. He’d whine about Nylah’s doting but set his head in her lap while she read. Even Uldrel got along with him between scoldings.

When I asked Uldrel about the dynamic, he explained that Ellis was family—the kind that made a person want to commit assault, but family, nonetheless. Based on the way Uldrel fought with him, I assumed Uldrel would’ve killed him by now if not for Ellis’ bad habit of resurrection. Uldrel was the quickest to fly off the handle at the smallest bit of frustration, but he never seemed to hold his anger for long. He’d yell, but once he expressed his very loud opinion on matters, he tended to let it go. I envied that as someone who has never been one to let anything go.

The person I learned the most about though was Reagan. She had grown comfortable in her setting and began to flourish. The only time I didn’t see a cheery smile on the girl’s face was when she was sleeping. We shared a room, mostly because she still had nightmares, but also because having someone else there was the only way I could fall asleep. She absorbed any information Nylah taught her, laughed loudly when Cyn playfully chased her, remained the only one Uldrel didn’t yell at, and befriended the Ascendants with ease. She’d even gotten a sincere smile out of Ellis.

I thought as she opened up, and grew closer to the crew, she’d be less glued to my side. Reagan clung to me in the beginning when I was the only familiar face she had, but I couldn’t imagine her wanting to put up with me longer than necessary. Not when she had other options. However, she didn’t stray far. Reagan still jumped up to greet me anytime I entered a room. I was always the first person she ran to with new things she had learned and the person she looked to for reassurance. I had never experienced having someone look to me as Reagan did.

Kennex was a partnership with equal responsibilities. Reagan relied on me. A terrifying thought. Having someone rely on me meant I had someone to disappoint.

A knife whipped through the air and hit the dart board above my head with a heavy thunk. Jaw locked, I lifted my gaze from the book I was reading to meet Ellis’ eyes. He stood across the room with a handful of small, handleless daggers.

“I swear to Aether, if you hit me—”

Another throw, another thunk, and I refused to flinch at the sound or motion. Ellis shrugged. “I don’t miss, kit. It’s kind of my thing.” He had fallen into the habit of calling me “kit,” a baby fox, and despite threatening to maim him when it started, he hadn’t stopped. “Now, no promises that I won’t change my target.”

I pulled one of the small daggers off the board and hurled it at Ellis. He wasn’t the only one who could hit a target. The sharpshooter lifted his hand to catch the knife that was aimed at his head, and he allowed it to go straight through his palm. Ellis didn’t flinch. He only pulled out the knife and chuckled.

The first time I’d lost my temper and threw one of his blades at him, he’d caught it in the same way and I momentarily felt bad, but his laughter and mocking extinguished that emotion immediately. For Ellis, that was just the way he became accustomed to fighting. I watched him and Derrik spar once and it was an absolute bloodbath— metaphorically speaking. In their case, the more apt term would be “light show.” The immortals had no care for any kind of defense. They’d put themselves in harm’s way just to get closer for an advantage. Their lack of fear in death painted every choice they made in a fight.

“Stop annoying her,” Uldrel snapped as he walked down the stairs from the flight deck.

Ellis looked at him and back at me “How do you know she isn’t annoying me?”

“I assume you’re both being incredibly annoying,” Uldrel replied. “But Ari whining about you annoying her is more aggravating to me than vice versa.”

“Well, gee, thanks for defending me,” I scoffed.

Ellis smirked. The worst part of his nonchalance was no matter how much he got under my skin, I couldn’t seem to figure out a way to get under his. The stab wound in Ellis’ hand glowed brightly, but it would be gone in ten minutes without even a scar to prove it had happened. “You’re a pain in the ass and a blight to society, Holt.”

Ellis held his injured hand over his heart with a grin. “Aw, kit, the sweet talk is hardly necessary.”

I pushed up from the couch, readjusting the blanket around my shoulders that Nylah left me, and tucked my book under my arm. The plan was to make my escape before I snapped and murdered Ellis. It wasn’t worth the time considering he’d just come back to life and laugh at me.

As I passed him, Uldrel called out, “Have you eaten today, Ari?”

“No. She hasn’t,” Ellis called back. I leveled a glare in his direction and he snickered.

Uldrel barked out for me to take a seat, and I dropped down at the table grumpily. I learned it was easier to just pick at some food than pick a fight with Uldrel on this matter. Ellis winked at me as he walked to the stairs. He was only one step up when I threw my book at him. It made contact, bouncing off the back of his head, but he just laughed before running up the rest of the steps. Derrik was on his way down as he went up.

Derrik had been a confusing person to come to terms with because I didn’t hate him. I wanted to. Hells, I had tried out of principle alone, but the immortal made it difficult.

He wasn’t anything like I had imagined. Derrik was downright cheery and arguably goofy. A word I never would’ve thought to use in the description of an Ascendant. They were soldiers of the system, but Derrik didn’t fit that image. He was fun-loving with a boyish and easily excitable grin, and he never hit back. No matter how many sly comments I threw his way to hurt him, he never tried to do the same. Even when he had the openings, Derrik chose to stay friendly. I had stopped snapping at him after the third or fourth day. There was no fun in fighting someone who refused to fight back.

“He only acts like that because he knows you hate it.” Derrik picked up my book. He carried it back over and dropped down into the seat beside me. “If you ignore him, he’ll stop.”

“I think shoving him out the airlock would work, too.”

Derrik laughed, a breathy and ardent sound. “True. Not really a long-term solution though since he’d find his way back, remember?”

I had begun the rather morose game of asking him different ways that one might use to kill an Ascendant. It started mean-spirited but morphed into one of curiosity as he always answered so earnestly. Airlock wasn’t a solution. Apparently, Derrik spoke from experience.

“What’re you reading about?” I lifted the book he had handed back to me so he could see the title. His eyebrows raised. “Still?”

Nylah had experience with magik. Not in its use, but in its study. It explained why she hadn’t reacted poorly when I mentioned the acolyte spell. She had a collection of magik themed books, but only one spoke on infusions. I spent days poring through it.

The book was filled with myths and legends—bedtime stories, if anything. It was an interesting read because up until now any mention of infusions had been done so in shades of Ascendant praise. The book hailed from Kharees. I didn’t think the capital planet of engineering and technology would be the source of a book like this. Regardless, I was lucky it came from a world with a language I understood, and even luckier it was the dialect most common to Kharees and not the one from wherever Lain originated. My Khareesian was not great, mediocre at the best of times, but with enough time I could puzzle most words out.

“It takes me a while to translate Khareesian. Plus, Nylah wrote notes in the margins, but it’s all in Ainish. I feel bad constantly running to her for a translation.”

“Did you find any answers?”

“No.” I scratched at my scabbed over wounds. My arm was stained in black wavy lines that followed the natural path of my veins. It was as if the ichor was oozing under the top layer of my skin, and creating the pattern. The darkened scars didn’t hurt. I didn’t feel sick, but it was an uneasy sight to see. “Funnily enough, there isn’t a chapter on surviving being mauled by an infusion.”

“Probably because most don’t,” Derrik chuckled. “Not counting Ascendants, of course.”

“Of course,” I muttered mockingly. “Speaking of, there’s also no section on someone randomly becoming an Ascendant. Granted, I wouldn’t even know what to look up for that.”

Uldrel, the king of unfortunate timing, stepped out of the kitchen just in time to see me scratching and reacted as he always did. “Skies be blessed! Will you stop!? If you make it bleed one more time—”

“You’ll what? Stop treating me? Doubtful.”

“I’ll put you in mittens,” he countered and set a bowl of food in front of me before sitting down with his own. Derrik only nodded in confirmation. I grabbed the spoon to stir the bowl of spiced rice and vegetables.

Uldrel didn’t eat meat, something I could hardly believe considering his size, but that meant anytime he brought me food it was a vegetarian option. Not that I minded. I learned a long time ago that being picky was the quickest way to starve. The crew worried about my sporadic eating habits, but they didn’t realize I wasn’t accustomed to having three meals a day. At our best, Kennex and I could afford one solid meal a day. At our worst, we had gone days with only cheap scraps and water.

“Uldrel could always just tell you about the infusions instead.” Derrik offered.

“Oh, you’d think, huh?” I shot Uldrel a glare that he returned. Being that infusions were supposedly made from the essence of Erebus, and Uldrel was a Stellotrian raised on the same stories I was told as a kid, if not more, I thought surely he’d be able to enlighten me further. “But he was too busy being cranky to learn about infusions in a way that’s helpful.”

Uldrel scoffed, “Do you know the entire history of Illyarium and the source material for every creature that lives there?”

“No, but if we had a creature made of darkness and evil crawling around the system that originated on my planet, I’d pay a bit more attention to it.” I argued. Uldrel grumbled under his breath in Otri and went back to eating. I ate a few bites before motioning to the book. “I do have a question that you can be helpful with. It’s about this word I can’t translate.”

“A Khareesian word?” Uldrel questioned. “Why would you ask me?”

“It’s about Aether and Erebus, so I thought maybe you’d know what they’re calling them.”

“You’d be better off asking Nylah.”

“Yeah, but I don’t wanna bother Nylah.”

Uldrel narrowed his eyes. “But bothering me is fine?”

I shot him a cheesy grin that he scoffed at. Uldrel muttered a curse and motioned to me with a grunt.

Instead of butchering the pronunciation, I picked up the book and flipped open to the page where I saw the symbols last. “Um… here.” I pointed to it and pushed the book toward Uldrel. Derrik leaned forward in his seat to try and take a peek at the word. “‘Tee-ak’? ‘Tee-ik’? I can’t remember what sound that symbol makes.”

“‘Tee-uk’.” Derrik chimed. “In that context, referring to someone, it makes the ‘uh’ sound.”

“You speak Khareesian?”

“I speak a lot of languages.” He shrugged as his lip curled into a smirk. “It means ‘gods.’”

Uldrel scoffed, “Wrong.”

“Okay, I’m not wrong—”

“Wrong.”

“Just because you don’t agree with the translations doesn’t mean I’m—”

“Wrong,” Uldrel snapped again. Derrik held his hands up in surrender with a chuckle and just leaned back in his seat— ceding the point to the grumpy medic. I let my eyes bounce between the two men for a few more beats before nodding at Uldrel for him to continue. “The translation is incorrect.”

I deadpanned. “Yeah. I picked up on that. Care to elaborate?”

Uldrel sighed as if I asked him to carry the weight of the system on his shoulders. He took a few more bites from his bowl before pointing to the book where there was a poorly drawn illustration of Aether and Erebus. “The beings worshipped by followers of Aether’s Light were appropriated from Otradu. In the process of turning Aether and Erebus into these deity-like figures, they translated the Otri word into ‘gods and goddesses,’ and it unfortunately stuck.”

“Are they not gods and goddesses?” I asked.

“No, they are empyreans.”

“That’s not a real word.”

Uldrel’s head snapped to glare at me in annoyance while Derrik coughed to hide a laugh.

“Of course, it’s a real word!” He followed it by muttering in Otri with a shake of his head. “In my culture, they are known as ‘see-ames.’ They are souls made of starlight who protect the heavens, and the closest, real translation is empyreans.” I resisted the urge to say ‘souls made of starlight’ sounded very godly. “Yarians have pushed two of our empyreans into all-powerful figures to worship and loathe. A savior and a devil. But empyreans are not omnipotent and, though powerful, they are flawed.”

“But” I started slowly while pushing the food around my bowl without eating, “I thought…”

Something Uldrel said previously clicked. He knew where Vhabreen was from based on me referring to Vahk as a god. Uldrel stated this fact as if he was not of the same mindset.

“Yes.” Uldrel nodded as if he could hear my thoughts. “What your caretaker told you was what she believed.” Derrik looked confused at the word “caretaker,” but he didn’t question it. “Those from the Oojar region are… older in their beliefs. At the time of creation, empyreans were worshipped, and there were tales of how they walked in solid form. Those from Oojar will use the very inaccurate”—Uldrel shot Derrik a look who shook his head in good nature—“translation from Illyarium. However, now, as time has passed, we recognize that empyreans are beings that live in a plane beyond ours. We do not worship them, but we do honor and respect their ideals. We draw from their power by marking our skins as life is gifted to us.”

“Huh.” I tapped my spoon against the edge of my bowl once. “You said two of your empyreans. There are more? All the ‘gods and goddesses’ I heard stories about then are…”

“Exactly. There are many.” Uldrel confirmed. “As many as there are constellations in our sky.”

I turned to Derrik. “How come only two got chosen?”

“Why would I know that?” Derrik laughed.

“You were buddies with the Curator, right?”

Derrik shook his head, “Malachi isn’t that old. He’s only been around a few thousand years.”

“Oh, is that all?” I mocked.

“Aether is the empyrean who channels the energy of light and healing, Erebus channels the energy of darkness and death,” Uldrel said. “They are arguably two of the most powerful empyreans which may have been the appeal.”

If I wanted to start a new religion those two sounded like the perfect stories to latch onto. Every story needed a hero and a villain. Derrik leaned forward on the table with a curious stare. “So you have the beliefs of a Stellotrian then?”

“If you have to label it, then yeah, I guess.” I shrugged and then glanced at Uldrel. “But, no offense, I’m still not sold on the ‘beings on another plane’ thing either.”

“None taken.” Uldrel grunted between bites of his food.

“If anything, I’ve just always assumed they were more… myths and legends. Not real.”

Derrik shifted so his entire body faced me, “It could be argued we have proof of their existence.” I raised an eyebrow. Derrik motioned back to himself. “Well, how would an Ascendant gain their abilities if not from the god of light?”

“Not a god,” Uldrel barked.

Derrik ignored him, “We’re real. Our abilities are real.”

“Yeah, but that’s the whole point of a myth or legend,” I argued. “Society always need an answer, so we create these stories as a way to explain the unexplainable.”

“How do you differentiate what is unexplainable and what is just difficult to believe? Just because the explanation isn’t one you deem feasible doesn’t mean it isn’t accurate,” Derrik replied. He kept his tone light enough that even though we were sharing different opinions, it didn’t feel like an argument.

“Sure, but I still think there are explanations for your ‘godliness’ that are feasible. For example, maybe it’s some kind of magik energy.”

“Yarians can’t use magik,” Uldrel grunted.

“Those acolytes did.”

“Yes, and they’re all dead because they tried.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Fine. What do you think then, Uldrel?” I found myself honestly curious. He may have believed in them, but according to him, they weren’t all-knowing, all-powerful gods like Aether’s Light painted them to be. “How are the ‘godly’ Ascendants immortal?”

Derrik shook his head with an amused scoff under his breath. Uldrel didn’t hesitate, “First, Ascendants are also not gods. They are mortals borrowing the energy from an empyrean and pretending to be more important than they are.”

“I like this explanation already,” I chimed.

“They are heretics.”

Derrick nodded with his lips pressed together. “Thank you, Uldrel.”

“They are vessels in the same sense as an infusion. One houses the power of Aether and the other of Erebus,” Uldrel said. That wasn’t anything technically new. He worded it differently, but it still shadowed what Derrik believed. A being of a higher power gifting a mortal with something. “This transference of that higher-level energy into them allows them access to a touch of an empyrean’s abilities.”

I snorted, “Hm. Sounds a bit like magik to me, but okay.”

“You cannot just label something you don’t understand as ‘magik,’” Uldrel snorted. “Energy cannot be destroyed or created. Magik is simply the transfer of a type of energy.”

Derrik smirked, “Like from a being of higher power to a vessel?”

I chuckled at Derrik’s teasing tone and the glare Uldrel responded with. The medic shook his head. “A being on our plane, manifesting that kind of power, is known as magik, but an empyrean can give some of their higher-level energy to the level below, if willing. It’s the path of least resistance.” Uldrel took my cup and dragged it to rest by his. He lifted his above mine. “Empyreans exist on a plane above us.” He tilted his cup and poured some of his water into my cup. “Allowing their energy to transfer downward takes no effort. There is no cost.”

“You better not backwash,” I mumbled. Derrik laughed under his breath, but Uldrel ignored us both.

“Trying to shift that level of energy on the same plane, however”—Uldrel set my cup down and pointed from mine to his—“takes effort. It takes energy to shift energy. That is magik. A being of this plane must use their own energy to harness this power and usually the cost is bits of their lifeforce.”

I blinked in surprise. “Oh, wait, that’s why the acolytes looked shriveled?”

“They used all their life force to cast the spell they did. Not all spells require that degree of energy, and those well-versed in its use can manage abilities with a minimal amount of transfer, but yes.” Uldrel pushed my cup back toward me and I peered into it. “The only safe magik occurs on Otradu by Oracles, who can regenerate any life force lost by drawing from the Wells of Souls.”

I hummed and tapped my fingers against the side of my cup. That had been the clearest explanation of magik I had ever received. If empyreans truly existed, whether I believed Uldrel or Derrik, then it was Aether himself who spilled life into Kennex’s cold body. Maybe my cries of mercy and pain had been heard, and the universe had finally been kind enough to give me a break.

A few more questions sat on the tip of my tongue, but before a single one could leave, a low tone emitted from the intercom overhead three times— a warning. Seconds after, the ship rumbled and shook the way one would when it came out of warp to drift through space. I glanced around, but neither Derrik nor Uldrel seemed surprised.

“Why did we fall out of warp?” I demanded. My shoulders stiffened, hands clenched and unclenched, on edge for a fight to come.

“Don’t worry.” Derrik shook his head, and I resisted the urge to argue that I wasn’t worried. “We must have reached the Sea of Nepta’s coast. Much quicker than I thought we would, too.”

Uldrel grunted in agreement. “Cyn said the new warp cycled a half-klick faster than our older one.”

“Really? They never mentioned that.”

“Hey,” I blurted, and their eyes snapped to me, “why the hells are we here!?”

Derrik raised an eyebrow and pointed vaguely toward the flight deck. “It’s the Sea of Nepta.”

If Uldrel hadn’t taken the book from me to look through, I would’ve thrown it at Derrik’s head. The Sea of Nepta was a wildly large Nebula at the back edge of the Meridian System. The last bit of charted territory, and only half of it had been explored due to its vastness. Though most of it sat beyond the Port of Acheron, some sat on the outer edges laterally. The Sea of Nepta had arms that spread toward Middle Orbit. Apart from a few colonies in open space and an infamous port between the branches of the Nebula, not much existed here. The Sea of Nepta was simply a splash of color in the otherwise blackened space that travelers could marvel at. As someone on a mission, there was no need to be here.

“Yeah, no, I heard you the first time. I didn’t ask where, I asked why.”

“We always pass through the Nebula this time of year. It’s one of the reasons why we’re out here.” Derrik shrugged. “It’s good luck.” He pushed up from the table with a charming smile and tilt of his head. “Someone with your moniker should seek those kinds of opportunities out, no?”

I glared at him, still upset at this reveal, and stood. “I make my own luck.”

Uldrel snorted. “How has that been working for you as of late?”

My glare leveled at the medic who didn’t even bother looking up from the book. Finding no satisfaction in throwing him a dirty look, I focused back on Derrik. “You can’t warp through the Nebula.”

“We know. That’s why we exited warp,” Derrik replied. His smile faltered when he saw I wasn’t budging on this topic. Derrik shrugged. “It only adds a day to our travel plans.”

“A day could make all the difference!” I snapped. Just recently, I learned how much a simple twenty-four hours could change.

Derrik was silent for a moment, just staring, before he finally sighed, “I promise, we’ll find a way to make up for the lost time. This is important to my crew, to me, and I can’t make an exception.”

“Why is this so important?”

“It is the leviathans’ annual migration,” Uldrel chimed in. My eyes widened in surprise at the word ‘leviathan.’ Uldrel closed the book, setting it aside, and grabbed my dish to take back to the kitchen with his own. He grunted in annoyance at the sight of remaining food in mine. It was comical how I was beginning to recognize the tones of Uldrel’s noncommittal grunts.

Derrik stepped away from the table and motioned for me to follow. “Have you ever seen a migration?”

No. I knew this was around the time of year that the large, space creatures migrated from one portion of the Nebula to the other. However, I only knew this because we’d get the occasional tourist stupid enough to visit Acheron, and they were easy marks to steal from. Kennex and I were always too busy to allow ourselves to fall out of warp and sightsee.

Uldrel passed Derrik to climb the stairs up to the flight deck, and with one more reassuring smile, Derrik nodded for me to follow again. I only hesitated a second.
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- TWENTY-FIVE -

The Sea of Nepta was not void of life. Creatures found a home among the stars and in the warmth the colorful Nebula provided. Leviathans, ophidians, sirens, and Aether knew what else. The Nebula was so deep there was no telling what existed in its far reaches. Stories of these creatures were every child’s favorite to hear. I could still recall the legends of the leviathans my father would tell. Enormous, intelligent animals, traveling as families in pods, where they lived hundreds of lifetimes.

When we stepped onto the flight deck, Cyn was quick to greet us.

“Welcome to my domain, Fox!” They sat in the pilot’s chair with their boots kicked up onto the panel and their metal hands clasped behind their head. I hadn’t known what to expect from the cockpit considering Cyn’s vibrant personality. Despite Cyn’s chaotic nature, the flight deck was clean and very well organized. To the left was the pilot’s station and to the right was an open seat for a co-pilot if needed. I wondered who the designated co-pilot was if the situation ever arose. Between the stations was another set of stairs leading down to a viewing deck.

“About time you came to visit me up here.”

“This place is pretty organized,” I commented.

Cyn was claiming the praise when Derrick spoke up, “It’s the only thing in their life that isn’t a complete mess.”

“Okay, I happen to enjoy the messes I live in, big shot,” Cyn complained.

A light argument began, but my focus drifted to the glass shields. I had seen photos and videos of the Nebula, yet every captured image of it paled against the sight before me. The deep, blackness of space had vanished and, in its place, sat an explosive mess of pink, blue, green, and purple. All the colors swirled in a motion that reminded me of flowing water and each metaphorical wave glimmered with starlight. My mouth parted in shock. Never, in all my life, had I been witness to this much bright and pure color.

“Ari!” Reagan called. I hadn’t even noticed that my feet carried me halfway down the stairs to the viewing deck until the little girl’s voice snapped me out of my daze. She bounced in place by the glass, waving excitedly, and the moment I got to the last step she sprinted forward to greet me. Reagan grasped my hand to drag me to the glass. “Have you ever seen anything so pretty?”

“No,” I admitted. “I haven’t.”

The viewing floor wasn’t overly spacious, but the crew had managed to fit multiple seating options in a cozy arrangement—all positioned to face the glass. Uldrel sat on an old couch, Nylah was sat cross-legged nestled among blankets and pillows on the floor, and a Ellis lounged in a single-seat recliner. His legs thrown over one of the armrests.

Orion, situated in Nylah’s lap, purred as she stroked her nails through his fur. Reagan continued to bounce in place. Excitement radiated from her wide grin. “Nylah says we’ll be able to see the leviathans soon!”

“Really?”

“It’s the migrating season of the leviathans so we’ll see a good bit crossing.” Nylah confirmed.

I stepped back to sit on the couch, on the opposite side of Uldrel, and Reagan rushed back to the glass and plastered her face against it. Every few seconds, she’d glance over her shoulder to ensure I hadn’t left.

A long time ago, in what felt like another lifetime, I dreamed of seeing the leviathans in-person. My father used to promise we’d go on a trip to see the family of elegant creatures. Like many of the promises made to me, it never happened. The dream of seeing them wilted with time, and when I started working for Recluse, I shoved it into the corner of my mind with all the other useless, innocent hopes I once had.

“You can’t see them when you’re warping, right?” Reagan spoke up. She glanced back at me again. “That’s why we gotta go slow?”

“Yeah, but that’s not why you have to drop out of warp,” I answered with ease. The leviathan facts I had memorized bubbled up and Reagan listened intently. “When a ship passes through the Nebula in warp, it disrupts the paths the leviathans follow.” I rested my elbows on my knees and looked past Reagan to follow the shimmer a blue ribbon of color dragged across the glass. “It’s an unspoken rule that if you’re passing through you coast rather than warp.”

“I’m so excited!” Reagan squealed. “Nylah was telling me all about them, but she didn’t have any pictures to show me. Only a really cool drawing, but it wasn’t in color.”

“You can’t take pictures of the leviathans.” I shrugged. “The pitch of the songs they sing interferes with electrical currents. Technology goes haywire around them.”

Her eyes widened, comically. “Will they crash the ship?”

Before I could reassure her, Cyn called out from the upper deck, “Don’t you worry, kiddo! This isn’t Nova’s first time drifting through the Nebula. You’re in good hands.”

Reagan’s shock settled some, but she peeled away from the glass to come stand by the couch. Her eyes lingered on the seat beside me, and it was clear she internally warred with herself as she hesitated to sit.

“You can sit there.” I added. “If you want to.”

Needing no further reassurance, she dropped to the seat with a sigh of relief. The sound made me grimace. Our interactions had been less tense since we began bunking together, and now that I allowed her the small comforts of touch she seemed to crave, but Reagan still tip-toed around me. As if she expected me to snap at her. I couldn’t fault her for it, and that only fueled my guilt more.

Resolved to do better, I set my arm around her small shoulders. It bothered me to see her excitement dulled to fear. I offered her a small smile and whispered, “It’s okay. Ships like this run on more than just an electrical network. The engine is mechanical, and the air is wired through that system.”

Reagan held my gaze with a trust that was staggering.

I swallowed. “At most, the power will go dark, but we’re safe.”

She bit down on her lip. I lifted a fist with my thumb outstretched. Reagan stared at it curiously and I nodded for her to mimic me. When her small hand matched mine, I pressed our thumbs together at an angle to form the shape of a heart. “I promise.”

Her face brightened and she giggled at our hands. The action was painfully familiar, and as I stared at our hands the memory of my own small hand locked with Vhabreen’s hit me. I snatched my hand back, and Reagan flinched at the sudden movement.

I cringed. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” The little girl reassured me. “Thank you for letting me sit with you.”

With a small smile gracing her childish features, Reagan happily turned to gaze back out the glass while staying by my side. I chuckled at the turn of events. The kid was more insightful than I gave her credit for. She acted and spoke beyond her age, but I could relate with being forced to grow up too soon.

Maybe half an hour slipped by, but it didn’t feel like time wasted. Reagan moved to sit on the floor in front of Nylah so the woman could braid her unruly waves. Orion, disgruntled at not having a hand petting him, abandoned her lap to sit in mine. Ellis remained where he was, and based on how blessedly silent it was, he had fallen asleep. Uldrel left the couch with a grumble to join Cyn on the upper deck at their complaints of sitting alone. Their conversation, unsurprisingly an argument, drifted down to us as a soft background noise, and Derrik had taken the medic’s spot on the couch.

A prolonged wail, like an alarm in the distance, echoed outside the glass. The lights overhead flickered twice before Cyn powered everything down. It should have been pitch black without power, but the entire room was filled with the dim pink glow of the Nebula. Nylah let her hands drop so Reagan could rush to the glass with her hair half braided. All conversation came to a halt and my hand, which had been stroking Orion’s back, stilled. Ghostly, musical moans mingled together and grew louder. I straightened in my seat when a dark form flew beside us.

The leviathan was triple our size and its broad and thin, diamond-shaped body was flat and smooth on top ending in a forked tail. Large, triangular fins sat on either side of its body. The gaping mouth was on its underside with two smaller fins on either side moving back and forth to produce the wailing music. Multiple ribbon-like whiskers clung to its light gray body, close to where its tail began, allowing the shimmering threads to float and trail through the stars it left in its wake. The underbelly was off-white with a shine that reminded me of an opal.

It turned to fly out further and ended up below us. The Nova drifted above the flat expanse of its dark back, and suddenly I saw space. The leviathan’s skin was black, but it was covered in white speckles that reflected the light of the Nebula. It tilted and flew up so the entire glass was filled with the view. If I focused on the constellations of its back, if I let the rest of the world around me fade, if I imagined Kennex sitting by my side, I could be in Acheron gazing through one of the smaller glass panels tucked away in the depths of the Port. Just like we had done as kids.

“They say each leviathan has a piece of the universe resting on its back,” Nylah murmured to Reagan softly, but her smooth voice carried in the quiet room. The leviathan passed and the pink glow returned. Seconds later more leviathans surrounded us. Our ship was in the center of a pod.

“They’re gentle giants,” Derrik said.

“Unless their pod is in danger,” I cut in, and Derrik’s eyes met mine. “Leviathans are fierce protectors.”

That had been my favorite part of the legend. Leviathans didn’t have fangs like an ophidian or claws like a siren, but they could take a beating and would for the sake of their families. Nylah hummed in agreement. “Ari is right. Leviathans are intelligent creatures who love deeply, and they are willing to fight to the death to protect that love.”

It was no wonder I clung to this story as a child. I was a little girl desperate to be loved like a leviathan loved its calf. Loved enough to be fought for. Loved enough to be worthy of protection.

“Oh, Ari, look!” Reagan cooed. She came back to drag me off the couch. Orion leaped from my lap but stayed tucked between our feet. Reagan pointed out where a much smaller leviathan flew in flipping motions in front of a normal sized one. “It’s a baby. Look how cute she is!”

My eyes settled on the deep scars lining the back of the leviathan watching over the baby. The claw marks desecrated the glowing constellation on its back, dulling the fin they were located on. I bent down to scoop up Orion and sat on the ground in front of the glass. Reagan dropped down beside me, and I shifted to allow her to curl into my side.

The sound of their wailing song made a deep, aching remorse fill my chest. Kennex and I had zoomed past the Nebula hundreds of times. We never entered its pink glow, and we never stopped to see the leviathans. Kennex asked once. I remembered that. It had been years ago, and I had shot down the idea without even a pause. Time was such a scarce commodity in our lives it seemed like a waste to spend any here.

Watching the leviathans swim through the swirling colors singing their songs, I realized how wrong I had been.

This would have been worth it.
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- TWENTY-SIX -

The crew had a tradition of eating dinner on the lower flight deck while in the Sea of Nepta. Even the normal dinners were odd to me. Breakfast and lunch were a personalized thing at any time the person chose, but dinner was a meal to be shared. The energy was always light and electric. At first, I thought the it was forced, but after the first few I realized they all did this by choice. They enjoyed it.

Ellis flicked his wrist toward the ground, sending the token in his fingers bouncing off the metal and into one of the small glass cups grouped together. Cyn cheered and he groaned at the realization that it had been the wrong cup.

“For an Ascendant sharpshooter who ‘never misses,’ I thought you’d be better at this,” I mocked.

“Drink! Drink!” Cyn cheered while pounding their fists on their thighs.

Dinner had been taken on the viewing room’s floor with everyone seated in a casual circle. The food had disappeared some time ago, but everyone lingered. That’s when the simple drinking game started. Reagan, who only vaguely understood the rules of the game, laughed at the look of annoyance on Ellis’ face. Him and Cyn sat side by side across from us.

“Hey, I’m a great shot and I don’t miss,” Ellis argued. “This game is just stupid.”

I took my turn to annoy him further. I bounced the token given to me at the start, and it flipped in the air before landing in Ellis’ cup.

He rolled his eyes and Cyn cheered louder. “Lucky shot.”

I shrugged. In reality, it was a skill born of repetition. I spent countless nights in the Barrel playing this game.

Cyn grabbed Ellis by the shoulder and shook him, “Stop being a wuss and drink!”

Ellis scoffed and lifted his glass, filled to the brim with a clear, light blue liquid. “My glass is full right now.”

Without hesitation, Cyn chanted again, “Chug your glass! Chug your glass!”

“Don’t be a sore loser,” Derrik commented from my right.

Ellis lifted a finger off his glass and pointed at the man. “That’s hilarious coming from the guy who didn’t talk to me for three days after I kicked his ass in Seven Suns.”

I recognized the name of the popular gambling game, but it wasn’t one I indulged in often. Derrik rolled his eyes. “You always bring that up, but you never mention that I found two sun cards in your boot later that day.”

“That was not—”

“Stop whining, and chug your drink!” Cyn cried.

Ellis scoffed once more before rather impressively finishing his entire glass in one go. Cyn clapped their hands at the feat, and Uldrel, seated between Ellis and Derrik, pointed at them. “I think they’re done.”

“Done? I’m just getting started.” Cyn seemingly tried to wink, but it came across as an exaggerated blink. The inside of their mouth and their lips were tinted the color of the wine. Nylah chuckled and picked up Cyn’s glass to take a sip herself. Cyn reached for it, but Nylah pulled it back with an amused smile. “Oh, come on, Nylah. Pretty, pretty please.”

Reagan tugged on my sleeve, and I glanced at her. She stared at the glass in my hand. “Can I try some?”

“You won’t like it,” I warned.

Reagan laced her fingers together as Cyn had to Nylah. “Please??”

“It is a drink for adults, Reagan,” Orion began just as I handed her the glass. The spark snapped his head to me with his mouth parted in aghast. “Ari!”

“Relax, it’s a sip.” I chuckled. “Besides, I started drinking at her age and I’m mostly fine.”

Uldrel shook his head. “The wine is from a Drucanna frost vineyard. That’s much too strong for a girl her size to sample.”

Reagan glanced at me, and I nodded with a small shrug. Needing no further permission, Reagan lifted the glass to her lips as everyone watched intently. She cautiously tipped it back until the wine barely touched her lips.

As I thought, Reagan drew back with her face twisted in disgust. She pushed it back to me and grabbed her glass of water. I chuckled alongside the others and tossed back the rest of my glass which only had a few sips left anyway. “Told you so.”

“Come on.” Uldrel stood with his plate in hand and kicked Ellis lightly in the hip. “It’s our turn for dishes.”

Ellis stayed on the ground, leaned back on his arms, and looked up at Uldrel skeptically. “I’d like to challenge this chore schedule. Why am I always paired with you?”

“Because you slack off if paired with anyone else,” Nylah teased.

Ellis snapped his fingers and waved one at her. He stood up and collected the glassware. Derrik aided the two men. I offered to help, but Derrik shook his head with a smile. Reagan grabbed my hand before I could argue and dragged me back to the viewing window. Despite the couch not being far, she settled on the floor. Orion, as usual, chose to curl up in Reagan’s lap so she could drag her fingers through his fur.

“Hey, hey, is it story time?” Cyn asked. Excitement bubbled in their tone. Nylah had been in the process of trying to get the pilot up the stairs, but they spun and dragged her back toward us. “Nylah, story time?”

“You should get some sleep, Cyn.” Nylah argued but allowed them to usher her onto the couch before flopping down beside her. The Kaili woman giggled with a slight shake of her head. “You’re incorrigible, you know that?”

“Yeah, and you’re wonderful,” Cyn countered with a wide grin.

“You’re gonna tell a story?” Reagan turned her head around to stare at the dark-skinned woman with hopeful eyes—it must have sealed the deal. With a small smile, Nylah nodded. Reagan spun around in place to sit with her back to the window as I already was. Orion stayed in her lap.

“Any requests?” Nylah asked.

“Tell the one about the traveler!” Cyn replied.

“You’ve heard me tell that a million times. You could probably tell it yourself.”

“I’m not as good of a storyteller as you are, Nylah,” Cyn said. I’d noticed early on that the only person on this ship who got the honor of being called by their first name was Nylah. “Come on.”

“Fine.” Nylah settled in her seat. Her eyes met mine. “Have you ever heard the story of the traveler?” I shook my head. “All right,” Nylah said a phrase in the clipped and clicking language of Ainish, “In Illyarian, that means ‘man who touches all the stars’ or, easier said, ‘the traveler.’”

I quickly understood why Cyn wanted her to tell the story.

Nylah’s soothing voice was designed to spin a tale. She was eloquent and emotional. The story was about a man who had the love of his life taken from him, and he vowed to search every inch of the universe to find her. It was a story I found I could relate to.

Nothing would stop the traveler. He visited every world of his system, circled every star, and gave up every part of who he was to achieve his goal. Enemies took his strength, trials broke and altered his mind, and fate tricked him into going in circles, but he never lost his willpower.

About a third of the way through the story, Reagan dozed off. Her head leaned against my shoulder as she drew in slow and calm breaths. Despite having heard this story a million times, Cyn stared up at the storyteller in awe.

“And when the wake of the deal he made with fate simmered, the Traveler found himself back where he started staring up at the stars with a new, profound understanding of the universe surrounding him,” Nylah said. Silence filled the viewing bay around us.

I waited for her to continue, to pick up where she paused, but she didn’t. Nylah stood to rise with Cyn as if she planned to leave. I shook my head and held out my free arm to keep from jostling the sleeping girl beside me. “Wait, then what?”

“What?”

“Then what happened? What did the traveler do then?” I asked.

Nylah and Cyn glanced at one another, sharing a curious look, and I knew it stemmed from the desperation in my voice.

I tried to steel back any emotion I felt. “Fate tricked him. Sent him back to square one. He never found his love. What happened next? Does he try again? How does he do it differently this time?”

Cyn shrugged. “That’s where it ends, Fox.”

“That can’t be where it ends!” Reagan squirmed against my shoulder. I locked my jaw and took in a slow breath before pressing forward. “That can’t be the end. I want to know what happens next.”

“It’s a story designed to guide those who listen to it,” Nylah said and I felt myself deflate. “Cyn?”

“Got it.” Cyn padded over to where I sat. “I’ll take the kid to bed.”

“You don’t have to…” I began to no avail.

Cyn lightly shook Reagan by the shoulder. She blearily opened her eyes. They turned and tapped their back once. “Come on, kiddo. Climb aboard. It’s time for bed.”

“Is…” Reagan yawned, “are you coming, Ari?”

“I’ll be right there,” I whispered.

My reassurance was all she needed. Orion climbed out of her lap onto mine as Reagan wrapped her thin arms around Cyn’s neck. By the time the pilot stood with Reagan secured on their back, she was asleep again. I watched Cyn climb the stairs until they were out of view. Nylah had sat down beside me with her back to the viewing window.

“Everyone who hears the story of the traveler attaches themselves to one part of the story. They connect with it, and the end is left open for the listener’s interpretation. You get to choose what the traveler learned,” Nylah explained.

“They wouldn’t just stop. The traveler went through all that only to get tricked by fate? There is no lesson to learn there,” I said. “He got pushed back to the beginning so now he has to get up and start all over again.” I’d been petting Orion’s fur, and I hadn’t even realized it until the spark shifted and readjusted himself in my lap. I glanced down at him and shook my head. “I don’t get how that’s an uplifting story. It sounds like my worst nightmare.”

“Well, we don’t know what happens next, not officially. Maybe the next part of the story is him starting his journey once more.” She smiled. “Maybe that’s what you can take comfort in. The traveler, even after being tricked by fate, never gives up. He’ll explore the universe over and over and over again to find his loved one. From one angle, I could see the despair and sadness that might create, but”—Nylah pushed herself up to stand and clasped her hands with a shrug—“I also think the existence of that kind of a love, a love that is willing to spend eternity fighting fate, is beautiful and rare.”

She turned to leave with a soft ‘good night’ leaving her lips. I stood, picking Orion up to to follow her lead, but I only got a few steps away from the viewing window. Instead of leaving, I fell onto the couch and stared out at the swirling colors just beyond me.

“You miss Kennex Hall,” Orion’s voice rumbled from my lap. A simple fact. “If you were the traveler… would you search forever if that’s what it came to?”

“Absolutely,” I answered without hesitation.

Orion hummed, processing his thoughts, and my answers. “Would he do the same for you?”

“I know it.”
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- TWENTY-SEVEN -

Orion left me to join Reagan in our room. I had asked the spark if sleep was necessary for him a while back, and he had clarified it wasn’t. He just liked the napping process. At least with Orion gone, Reagan would have someone to comfort her if she woke from another nightmare.

“I know you’re standing up there,” I called out. Until I felt the presence behind me, I assumed the rest of the ship had fallen asleep already. Footsteps thudded down the stairs, and Derrik sat down on the opposite end of the couch from me. He sighed as he sunk into the seat.

“See any more leviathans?” Derrik asked.

“No.” I shook my head. Distantly, their songs echoed, but another creature hadn’t come into view. “Not since dinner.”

“Yeah, they come in waves. I’m sure we’ll see another pod before we get clear of the nebula. If we’re lucky, maybe we’ll see a few sirens, too. They’re more dangerous than leviathans, definitely, but I think Reagan would like them.”

Derrik stared out the window, and I studied his profile. The man was grossly beautiful—annoyingly so. I suppose it didn’t do the Curator any good to pick anyone less than perfect to be an Ascendant. Derrik glanced toward me and did a double take when he realized I was staring. His bold green eyes morphed from ease to surprise. The color reminded me of the forest. Illyarium had forests, filled with thick and towering trees, I’d only seen in pictures. I wondered if I’d one day get to see that in person as well.

“What?” Derrik pressed.

“How old are you?”

Derrik laughed. The sound open and genuine. Memorable. He shook his head. “I vaguely remember trying to tell you earlier this week, and you told me that you would rather ‘lick carbon scoring off the side of the ship than talk about Ascendant aging.’”

That was accurate. An exact quote. The conversation had started innocently, but I shut him down out of spite. It was back when I was still trying to goad him into arguing with me.

“What makes you suddenly want to know?”

“Guess my curiosity finally won over,” I replied. “You had your retirement ceremony which means you’re over 150, at the least.”

“I went through the Ascension when I was twenty-five.” Derrik stretched his arm over the back of the couch. “Most Ascendants do. Train your whole life praying and hoping that when you come of age the Curator will pick you out amongst your peers.”

I heard Yarian children would train religiously in hopes of being the next Ascendant. It was considered an honor for them and their family. More wealthy families could send their kids to a camp for specific training. I lifted my legs and turned to lean back against the armrest with my feet on the cushions. “How old were you when you started training?”

“I was sent to camp around when I was ten or eleven,” Derrik said then chuckled. “Ridiculous, huh? A kid only a little older than Reagan learning to fight instead of just being a kid?”

“Not so ridiculous,” I mumbled and had to remind myself that our circumstances were very different. Realizing Derrik was staring at me softly, I cleared my throat, “I heard about that camp. That’s what’s ridiculous, if you ask me.”

“You’re not wrong.” Derrik laughed, but there was a tenseness to the sound. “Back then, it all seemed so normal to me, you know? It was what you did. Hells, it was an honor to be accepted into the Curator’s Nest. To the point where I felt guilty anytime I found myself wishing I wasn’t there.”

I blinked once, then sat up to lean on my knees and point at him. “What did you just call the camp?”

Derrik gave me a curious look before coming to a realization. A laugh left his lips, all tenseness gone, and he nodded. “The Curator’s Nest.”

“That’s not what it’s actually called.”

“It’s more of a slang term, but that’s we call it in Sector One.”

“That’s so stupid!” I laughed. “The Curator’s Nest?”

“We grow and train in his nest, and pray to Aether that one day we may be chosen to fly,” Derrik said, and I laughed harder. Derrik joined in. “That’s the actual tagline. I’m not kidding. I had a shirt with that printed on it.”

My stomach hurt. I only calmed when a sobering thought snuck up on me. This was the first time I’ve laughed like this since before our disastrous mission on Diomedes, since Kennex.

I ran my hands over my face to try and center myself. Derrik’s laughter died down to quiet chuckles and for a moment we sat in a comfortable silence.

“I still can’t believe any parent in their right mind would choose to send their kid someplace like that.” I shook my head.

Derrik shrugged. “Well, we didn’t have much of a choice.”

My eyebrows furrowed at his words, but more so at the slight look of regret that flashed across his features. As if he hadn’t meant to say those words. Derrik leaned forward and rubbed the back of his neck. He looked to the glass. “Certain families pay credits to send their children to train. Sometimes though, a kid gets chosen. I, uh… I was selected.” Derrik’s voice held a tired finality. “My family did okay, but there was a need and… as long as I was there, training, they got sent credits.”

“Your family chose credits over you?”

His eyes snapped back to mine, and I wondered how the green in his eyes could burn despite being such a cool color. “My parents weren’t bad people, they were just… desperate.”

“Desperate or not, no kid deserves to feel like they’re less important than a handful of tokens.”

“You sound like you speak from experience,” Derrik hummed.

For a moment, it felt like someone had nailed a shot to my diaphragm. I lost my breath. A feeling akin to pity overwhelmed me. Here we were, two people on clear opposite sides of the spectrum, but we both understood the pain that came with having a caretaker sell our love. The reason never mattered. No amount of logic or reassurance could scrub that stain from a person’s soul.

Weeks ago, if a person told me I had something in common with Ascendant Derrik Russell I would’ve swung on them before they finished their entire sentence. Yet, here I was, sitting on a couch in a dim room realizing I did.

Derrik offered a sad smile and shook his head. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to bring up a sore topic.”

“It’s fine.” I coughed. “You, uh, you avoided my question, you know.”

“Pardon?”

“You said you became an Ascendant when you were twenty-five.” The sadness in his eyes shifted to mirth. “You failed to tell me how long it’s been since that Ascension.”

Derrik chuckled, “You caught that.” He hesitated, and I wondered why. The conversation about his age was certainly easier than the topic we had been on. Derrik winced, “It’s been 141 years since my Ascension.”

I did the math in my head and let out a short laugh of disbelief, “You’re 166 years old??”

“Okay, yes, but only technically.”

“The word ‘technically’ seems like a nuance.”

“It’s different for us after the Ascension,” Derrik began. “I don’t feel like I’m aging. I don’t feel like that much time has passed.” Derrik let his head fall back so he could stare upward. His arms crossed over his chest. “It’s more like… It feels like, on the day of my Ascension, time decided to stand still. I know a lot has happened, has changed around me since then, but I still feel the same. It doesn’t help that up until now all the people in my life were unchanging Ascendants or faceless acolytes. That only added to the illusion.”

“Huh.”

Derrik looked at me, but I made no comment. In hindsight, 166 years wasn’t outrageous. Khareesians lived to be about that age. I wondered what the breaking point would be. A soul could only live for so long before they became unhinged. The Curator was thousands of years old according to Derrik and it was clear by the sacrificial schemes that he was out of his Aether-damned mind.

Then, as it always did, my mind drifted to Kennex. It was near impossible for me to deny his immortality, but perhaps that wasn’t so bad. This gave me hope. Derrik’s words made me believe that when I saw him again, he’d still be himself. Not a stuck-up immortal, but the man I had come to trust and know.

“Can I ask you something?”

My focus snapped to him. Instinctually, I could taste the word ‘no’ on my tongue, but I bit it back. “Uh, okay.”

“Did you really start drinking at Reagan’s age?”

“What?” His question had thrown me off entirely. It took me a moment to even remember that I had offered that information offhandedly.

“Did you really start drinking at eight years old?”

“No,” I replied with a shake of my head. “I was exaggerating. I think I was, like, fourteen.”

Derrik’s eyes widened, and I realized fourteen as a starting age wasn’t all that better. “Why?”

“Because”—I scrunched my nose—“alcohol was cheaper than medicine.”

If Derrik was caught off guard by my answer he didn’t show it. Back when Recluse was fine-tuning our talents, he paid us chump change. Just enough to get food and have a bit left over. Our training days ended in shades of black, blue, and red, and the cost of a healer was far more than we had. Not for the frequency in which we needed one. Kennex and I learned that drinking numbed the pain.

“I’m sorry,” Derrik said.

“Don’t be. You’re not the reason I was in pain.” It wasn’t a fact that bothered me all that much. Kennex and I did what we had to in order to survive. I wasn’t ashamed of that.

“Right.” He nodded. “I have another one.”

“You’re pushing it now.”

“Come on,” Derrik chuckled, “One more.” Since I didn’t feel like getting up to sleep yet, I motioned for him continue. Derrik grinned in success, but after a second it faltered. “Why do you hate Ascendants?”

“I don’t think we have the time to run through my list of reasons.”

“No,” Derrik replied firmly, and my eyes widened. “I’m not talking about the reasons everyone chooses to hate Ascendants,” he elaborated without request. “People hate us because they’re jealous, or they think we’re undeserving, or they find us to be entitled and egotistical.” I hummed at the accuracy. “But the look you had on your face when you realized what I was, who I was, it was personal. Why do you, Ari Barlow, hate Ascendants? Why do you hate me?”

He picked up on a lot. I assumed Ascendant had no reason to keep on their toes and pay attention. They couldn’t be killed after all. What did they need to be aware of?

“You really want to know?” I asked.

Derrik nodded. It took a second for me to decide whether I wanted to share or not. This was information only Kennex knew about me, but this was the opportunity of a lifetime. How many people got to directly talk to the figurehead that taught them faith was for fools?

I crossed my arms to rest on top of my knees. Derrik turned where he sat, bringing one leg to rest folded on the cushion, so he could face me. The air around us was thick, but the tension wasn’t uncomfortable. Derrik Russell wasn’t who I thought he would be, and I wondered if that knowledge made this easier.

“I used to pray to you.” He looked taken aback and I chuckled. “Yeah. That’s my deep, dark secret.” Derrik leaned forward just a degree and I dug my fingers into the flesh of my arms careful to avoid any scabbing. I wished I was wearing my jacket. The weight of it alone would bring comfort. “Before I got to Acheron, I grew up everywhere. My dad and I… traveled.” That was an understatement. “But no matter where we went, no matter how many murals were up of different Ascendants. I could always find you.”

Derrik opened his mouth, “Ari—”

“I only did it when I was a kid,” I continued. “I only knew what the acolytes preached. They said if I bent a knee, gave an offering, and prayed then I could find peace.” Being that I never had a single credit to give as an offering, the acolytes paid me very little mind when I knelt before the murals. For the longest time, I worried my prayers weren’t being answered because I couldn’t afford it. “I know now all of that is said metaphorically, but as a kid who was desperate for a miracle it gave me hope.”

The look on Derrik’s face was pained. He winced at my admittance.

“Before Acheron, I prayed my dad would stop gambling away every credit he got his hands on. I prayed he’d find us a home to settle in and be at peace with the little we had.” I forced a dry chuckle, “Spoiler alert, my prayers weren’t answered. The opposite, actually, as if you or Aether were trying to spite me, my dad sold me to get out of his debts and left me behind.”

Anger overtook his pain, but I watched curiously as it faded into realization. Derrik was coming to the understanding I did minutes ago. We were more alike than we knew.

I shook my head. “There’s no point in being upset about it. I learned that a while ago. Knowing the path he was on, he probably pissed someone off and got himself killed.”

For a long time, that was something I wondered. Between bouts of rage, I had episodes of worry. Worry that he had gotten himself into trouble he couldn’t talk his way out of. That without his ‘lucky charm’ he succumbed to his greed. Then I’d feel idiotic and pathetic for worrying about a man who never worried about me. “The ‘being sold to the worst of the universe’ didn’t last long, I escaped and ended up where all lost things do—Acheron.” I laughed and this time it wasn’t forced. “And guess who I found on that decrypt barge of garbage? You.”

The words were tumbling out without thought or pause.

“Acheron wasn’t always terrible. Kids on the port who have no home get housed with watchers. People who offer to take an unwanted child under their wing for a few extra credits. I was deemed a ‘problem child,’ and it wasn’t an inaccurate title.” I had burned through many watchers with my bad attitude and tantrums. The goal had been to make all of Acheron sick of me. Enough that they’d let down their guard, and I could finally escape away to continue my search for my father. I had almost succeeded too. “But then I met Vhabreen. She housed me, fed me, clothed me, and put up with every cruel thing I said or did. For two years, I felt at home. I thought my prayers had been answered.”

Derrik murmured his next words like a pained whisper, “What happened?”

“Life. Fate. I think some people aren’t meant for peace, and if Aether is real, he must have deemed me one of them,” I said.

Derrik’s gaze burned into my side, but I couldn’t bring myself to make eye contact with him.

“Acheron isn’t stable. It’s one bad orbit around Diomedes from falling to pieces. So, it surprised nobody when a portion of East Wing collapsed.” My skin prickled in discomfort. Memories of the heart-wrenching sound of metal giving way roared in my ears. It had been too loud to hear anyone scream. “Vhabreen died instantly. I know because I could see her from where I was lying. When she fell, she must have broken her neck or– or something. It was quick for her, and for that I’m thankful.” It was misery for me to stare at the blank and broken face of the woman who showed me love when others had given up. I waited for death to come for me as well. “I prayed. For three days, I was trapped and I prayed to be saved. I called out to you, to Aether. Hells, I called out for my dad as if he’d hear. Anyone. Until finally, I realized no one was listening. No one was coming.”

“Ari, I… I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I said, finally able to meet his devastated gaze. “It’s not like you could hear me. It’s not like you knew. Maybe I should be thanking you. Praying to you taught me an important lesson.”

“What’s that?” he asked in a tone that told me he was afraid to know.

“That nobody is going to save me,” I replied with a firm nod. “Nothing changes unless you make it change. I crawled out of that carnage.” I left out the details of how it took me hours to do so. My nails were torn from clawing at metal, my limbs had been bloodied and burned from rubbing against the walls of my tomb, and I cracked a few of my teeth from clenching my jaw so tightly in an attempt to bite back my screams— refusing to offer the sounds of my distress to the universe around me any further. “I saved myself.”

After that, I stayed at The School. They’d hold a few kids deemed unwell enough to stay with watchers, and after Vhabreen, I didn’t plan on ever living with another watcher again. I had planned to escape after I healed, but that was where I met Kennex.

It was more than I planned on sharing with the Ascendant. I couldn’t find myself to regret it though because watching Derrik’s face twist and contort in shame and regret was interesting to me. I enjoyed seeing the different emotions he wore and how they looked with his features.

I had the painted, neutral expression in the mural memorized, but Derrik could not be described as blank. Not just the way he expressed the emotions he felt, but the fact that he felt them at all. He hadn’t personally faulted me. I had just associated his face with the hatred I felt for that entire period of my life. Still, Derrik looked heartbroken.

“I hate those murals,” he said. His words were so soft I wouldn’t have heard them if the room around us wasn’t so quiet. “I never asked to be worshipped. I never wanted it. I just… I wanted to protect people. Save the day.” Derrik chuckled sadly. “I think that’s where most Ascendants start. You go into it wanting to be a hero, and to make a difference in the system, but it gets corrupted along the way. Aether is the god of light—”

“Empyrean.” I corrected teasingly.

His lips curled into a sad smile. “Yeah. That.” He shook his head. “We’re blessed to protect creation and life. We trained our entire lives to do just that, but… I think we’ve forgotten the reason we came into existence in the first place.”

“What do you mean?”

“During the Ascension, you make a promise. You make an oath to Aether and swear to use his light as a service to others.” Derrik’s voice held strength and passion. His belief in Aether was more dedicated than I thought. “The goal of being an Ascendant was never to be worshipped, it was to serve. To protect.”

I let out a thoughtful hum. “I don’t think people can help it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Uldrel is right,” I said slowly. “You guys aren’t gods. I mean, forget the Aether argument or him calling you heretics.” Derrik chuckled. “I think that’s the problem. People don’t realize that Ascendants, immortal or not, are still just people. They treat you guys like gods when in reality, we’re all the same at our core. We’re all clueless.”

Derrik’s head tilted, and I shrugged.

“They worship you because they think Ascendants understand the meaning of the universe— the key to peace and happiness. You’re beings of light, and they’re so desperate to come out of the dark that they follow blindly, but”—I paused and let Derrik’s heavy gaze burn through me—“but, the truth is, all of you are just as lost as the rest of us. You’re just… lost in the light.”

My words hung in the air between us. For a long moment, Derrik didn’t reply, and when he did, it wasn’t what I expected. He jutted his chin toward me. “You’re lost too then?”

“What part of me seems put together enough to not be lost?” I snorted.

“But you’re not trying to come into the light?” I furrowed my brows in confusion. “You said people turn to Ascendants in an attempt to get pulled out of the dark and into the light. Not knowing we’re supposedly just as lost as them. But, you don’t follow us. You’re okay staying in the dark?”

“I…” I paused. “I think I’ve always done better in the dark.”

Derrik nodded. Another moment passed, and he sighed. “You know, I think if more Ascendants knew the full truth about Malachi they’d side with us on these matters.”

Side with us. Derrik Russell and I were on the same side.

“Not that you needed saving because it seems like you’ve done well for yourself,” Derrik said, interrupting my line of thought. “But if I had known you were praying to me, if I knew you were asking for my help, I would’ve come. I don’t know what all I could’ve done, but I would’ve tried.”

It was the sappiest thing I had heard him say, the words felt like pity in the form of comfort, but weirdly enough, coming from his lips it sounded like the truth. Derrik said he would’ve helped if he had known, and, despite my better judgment, I believed him.
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- TWENTY-EIGHT -

The Sea of Nepta wasn’t a concrete mass in the vastness of space. Its shape was always changing. Edges ebbed and flowed to create new borders, but the sea did have known landmarks like the Kahn Jetty. Kharees had taken advantage of a natural gap in the western most section of the nebula and established a trade port between two nebula pillars. I always knew the Kahn Jetty was one of the most successful colonies, but Cyn had been the one to teach me why.

A crystal-like substance existed in the very makeup of the nebula, one the creatures all thrived on, that wore out ship engines. The crystals would enter through the exhaust turbines and a ship’s system, unless designed for it, was incapable of clearing it out. It’d collect and gum up the mechanical works. That’s where the trade port of Rysian, located in the dead center of the Kahn Jetty, came in handy. Ships stopped there to have engines cleaned and repaired so they didn’t get stranded in the middle of the nebula.

I stood on the viewing deck, arms crossed, and watched the Nova drift out of the nebula and into the plain, dark of space. As much as I loved the view of stars, it was almost disappointing to see them as the swirling colors of the nebula vanished behind us.

“So,” I spoke up knowing Uldrel was on the couch behind me reading, “What happens if you do get stranded in the Sea of Nepta? Do you just end up a snack for a passing leviathan pod?”

“Of course not.” Uldrel scoffed. “It’d be far more likely for the ship to be overtaken by sirens or consumed whole by an othridian.”

I slowly turned around to stare at the medic who didn’t even lift his gaze from his book. “That doesn’t really answer my question.”

“A ship stranded can send out a distress beacon to Rysian, and a towing ship, one designed for travel through the nebula, will come to pick them up,” Uldrel responded. This time he did take a break from his book to glance over his shoulder up to where Cyn sat on the flight deck. “You can ask Cyn. They’re very knowledgeable in that scenario.”

Cyn jumped up from the pilot chair and pointed down at Uldrel. “One time. That was one time, and you lot never let me forget about it. It was my first time flying through the Sea of Nepta! How was I supposed to know about the Neptilia crystals!?”

“You told all of us you had experience traveling through the nebula.”

“Yeah, well, I lied, and I don’t think I should be held responsible for that,” Cyn said. They lifted a hand to activate the intercom system. “Initiating warp in ten seconds. Brace.” The pilot shook their head and flipped other switches. “Besides, if someone hadn’t requested staying in the sea for an extra day—”

“The leviathan pod was having a calf! Do you know how rare it is to see that in person!?”

Cyn activated the warp and the ship rumbled underfoot. I steadied myself at the forward momentum and watched as the vacuum of space was replaced with the light green vortex of warp. Plenty happy with the response to my answer, I steered clear of their argument. “How long will we be in warp for?”

“Fifteen minutes tops,” Cyn replied. I made my way up the stairs to the flight deck. “Traffic into Rysian will be a pain though. They seriously need to build more ports out here.”

I shot them a quick thumbs up which was blatantly ignored so the pilot could go back to arguing with the medic. I hoped to find a map of Rysian to look over. Of all the ports in Outer Orbit, this was the only one that Kennex and I hadn’t become familiar with.

The dining area and lounge were empty when I bounded down the stairs. I sat in Ellis’ seat, mostly out of spite, and tapped the edge of the table to activate the table’s holographic display. Through the yCW portal, maps, and information about most locations could be found and it didn’t take long to pull one up.

Rysian acted as a trading port which meant the shopping district was decent. Maybe Nylah could take Reagan shopping for new clothes while I focused on the main task at hand— finding a bounty board. I wanted to see how much attention Kennex and I had garnered with our little stunt.

Orion leaped onto the table as I memorized every path that would take me back to the hangar in case of an emergency. He sat down close enough that his tails brushed against my face when they moved. I batted them away with a snort, “Can I help you, furball?”

“What are you looking for?”

“Bounty boards,” I answered. “I’m guessing they’d be somewhere in this vicinity.” I pointed to a central location that sat opposite the shops. “Sects usually place them away from innocent crowds.”

Orion tilted his head. “Do you plan on picking up a bounty?”

“Of course not. It’s just always a good idea to pay attention to who is and isn’t on the board.” I glanced away from the map to Orion. He remained in place expectantly. “Yes, furball. Is there something else I can help you with?”

“Reagan wishes to leave the ship when we land.”

“And you’re telling me this, why?”

“I don’t believe this to be a good idea.”

“It’s not the worst idea.”

Orion tilted his head, eyes wide in disbelief. “You plan to just let her go?”

I shrugged. “Well, not alone, but I’m not gonna force her to stay on the ship.” Orion started his complaints, but I reached out to hold his jaws shut. “Reagan is her own person. She can make her own choices within reason.”

He shook his head free. “She’s a child!”

“I said, within reason!”

Orion glared, “You do not understand. She spent her entire life in the Court. It is dangerous for her to explore these new regions and—”

“I do get it, which is why I’m all for it,” I cut in sharply. “She was a prisoner in the Court, and I’m not about to make her a prisoner here too.” Orion frowned, and I let out a sigh. The spark cared for her, and this was his worry speaking. “I know she’s important to you, but Reagan needs to see more of the worlds. It’s healthy for her to be able to make those choices on her own and grow from them.” Orion glanced away in thought. “She won’t be alone, and you can leave the ship with her too.”

This mildly placated him. I pushed away from the table, and he rose as well, “You will be with her at all times?”

“Me or one of the others, yeah.” I shrugged. “It’s probably not a good idea for me to bring her to look at the boards with me.”

Without another word, Orion hopped off the table and disappeared up the stairs onto the flight desk. I lifted a hand and called out to him, “Nice talk!”

The spark made no noise to acknowledge my words, but so I left down the hatch to the level below. My boots landed on the grates and the sound of grunting made me glance over the walkway railing down into the cargo hold. Derrik was sparring, but I was surprised to see it was with Nylah as Ellis sat off to the side watching.

Nylah’s chosen weapon was not one I had been familiar with. The fingerless, leather gloves she wore on her hands were indued with a plasma-like energy that she was able to bend and shape at will. When I had asked her about the source, she explained it was powered by Sol and simply needed to be recharged when she was off ship, but that hadn’t clarified much.

Derrik was on defense as Nylah lunged for him with a glowing orange dagger-shaped energy bolt in each hand. Her attacks reminded me of a dance. She was fluid and swift. Each swing of her arm was smooth and the fact that she had a follow-up attack for every blow Derrik blocked was a testament to her skill. Nylah swiped her dagger across Derrik’s chest, tearing through his plain shirt, and releasing golden light.

I continued to my bunk room. Reagan sat on the bed with a book in her hands. Her head snapped up when I stepped in and a smile filled her face, “Ari!”

“Hey, kid.” I nodded and knelt to pull my bag out from under our bed frame. “What’re you up to?”

“I found this book in Nylah’s room. It’s got all these pictures.” She laid on her belly and rested the book on the edge of the bed where I could see. Reagan flipped through a few pages. Each had a scenery sketched out on it. She stopped and pointed to a cliff of ice. “I like this one.” It was a Drucanna landscape. As if the setting wasn’t telling enough, half buried in the ice was the skeleton of a beast with horns and wings. “Where is it?”

The page offered no specifics, so I shrugged. “Drucanna somewhere.”

“And what’s that?” She pointed to the bones.

“Aether knows,” I chuckled. “That world has so many monstrous creatures and beasts, I couldn’t tell them apart.” I reached up from my bag to tap the page. “I just know I never wanna come face to face with it.”

Reagan giggled and went back to flipping through pages. I dug through my bag to take inventory. The only items I kept in my bag were the aged medigun with a packing spray insert and the eerie dagger. It was tempting to house it in the empty sheath around my thigh, but Reagan’s previous reaction to it stopped me. The girl needed no further reasons to be wary of me. I kept it hidden in my bag.

“Have you been to these places, Ari?”

“Kennex and I explored a good bit of Outer Orbit, some of Middle, but the places we went probably aren’t in that book.”

“How come?”

“The pictures I’ve seen so far are of the capital worlds.” I flipped a page with my fingers. “We went to a lot of colonies. They usually are less documented than these places.”

Reagan nodded. “What’s the prettiest place you’ve ever been?”

“The Sea of Nepta is really pretty.”

“Yeah, but I mean one of the colonies you’ve seen.”

I paused in thought. Kennex and I had been to a lot of different places, but I never spent much time thinking back on them. Once a mission was over, it was done. Only a handful of places we made return trips to. Reagan waited patiently as I tried to scrounge something up. One came to mind.

“Wyverni,” I said. She waited on bated breath for more. “It was a Drucanna colony. Kinda sits between Middle and Outer Orbit. We went there for…” Kennex and I got sent there to find a man who owed Recluse money. In the process of shaking him down, he pulled a hand cannon on Kennex. I threw my dagger faster than he thought to pull the trigger and the man bled out on his kitchen floor.

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter why we went. They had this festival of flowers. The streets were lined with sculptures made from the native plants there. The entire town was out celebrating.” Kennex had suggested we stay for a while. We walked up and down every street because he had been determined to see every sculpture. If I focused hard enough, I could still taste the cold cider on my tongue and smell the sickly sweet tang of nectar and honey in the air that day. “It was… It was nice.”

“That sounds so pretty,” Reagan chirped. “Do you think I can ever see it?”

“Maybe.” I responded, avoiding commitment. “We’re about to visit Rysian. It’s a port for trade, and you’ll get to explore there.”

Reagan’s eyes brightened. “Really?”

“Mhmm.” I stood, eyes downcast, and stomped on the ground with my boot to test the blade hidden at the heel. Satisfied that it was in place and working, I tucked it back in. “I haven’t talked to Nylah about it yet, but I figure you and her can go shopping. You need some more clothes.” Reagan didn’t reply as happily as I thought she would, and her silence made me glance up. Her quaint smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “That okay, kid?”

“Yes, ma’am!”

I raised an eyebrow at her reply and tried to remember if she had ever referred to me as ‘ma’am’ before. The intercom overhead gave off three low tones. Reagan held onto the bed frame and the ship shook as it came out of warp.

“I’m gonna go find Orion!” Reagan chirped. She closed her book and rushed out of the room. I followed out after her but paused on the walkway. A nagging at the back of my mind urged me to chase and ask what was wrong, but I shook it off. Whatever she was upset with surely would be fixed with a shopping spree and some exploration. It wasn’t my problem.
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- TWENTY-NINE -

Comparing the Port of Rysian to the Port of Acheron was hardly worth it. In terms of expectations, Acheron set the bar on the floor. Rysian was built on an old freighter ship so the majority of the port sat on its flat upper deck with lower internal levels. The hanger and mechanic shops collected at the bottom of the freighter where Cyn and Ellis stayed with the ship while the rest of us took the lift to the top level.

At the mention of using the lift to get to the upper levels, I suggested walking up forty levels of stairs instead and was promptly shut down. Thankfully, the lift had not been terrible. It sat on the edge of the freighter ship, was large enough to fit at least a few dozen people, and the walls were encased in glass so I could see out into space. It was difficult to feel claustrophobic when I could see the pink clouds of Nepta in the distance.

“Acheron has a market, doesn’t it?” Derrik asked.

The plan had been to wander around on my own, find the bounty boards, and then make my way back while Nylah and Uldrel took Reagan to the market. When Derrik didn’t stay behind with the ship, I assumed that meant he planned on going with the others. I had been wrong.

“Yeah, but not like this.” In order to find the entrance that would take us a level or two lower where the boards would be, we had to cut through the market. The shops here were clean, buildings rather than makeshift stalls, and the glass dome encasing the top level made it feel like I was outside rather than on a port. “It’s cleaner here.”

“I always planned to make my way out to Acheron, we even thought about picking up a job or two, but I didn’t think it’d be wise for us to get tangled up with Recluse,” Derrik said. He offered me a sheepish smile. “No offense.”

“None taken. Getting mixed up with that bastard is the stupidest thing a person can do.”

“From the sounds of it, you and your partner didn’t have much of a choice.”

“Thanks, but we don’t need your justification for our actions,” I replied, but I kept my tone light. It wasn’t a criticism. Kennex and I both knew what we were getting into when we agreed to fall under Recluse’s wing.

When a fork in the path came up, I took the left route without hesitation. Derrik followed, “I thought you said you had never been here before.”

“I haven’t.” I glanced at him and caught sight of my reflection in the dark glass of his helmet. With the dark purple scarf wrapped around my head covering everything but my eyes and without my red jacket I was unrecognizable. Reagan left the ship in the same state.

Derrik and I were quite the sight—one hidden to avoid being mobbed with adoration and the other to avoid attack. We hid together but existed in two very different worlds.

“You seem to know where we’re going.”

“I glanced at a map before we left the ship,” I scanned the area looking for confirmation. The map had only given me a good guess at where the shadiest portion of Rysian would be. I needed to follow other clues from there. Finally, I spotted the familiar hexagon with an eye in the center etched into the side of a building. tag etched into the side of a building. I nodded toward it as we passed, “Plus, I’m a good guess.”

“That symbol looks familiar.”

“If you’ve been hanging out in Middle and Outer Orbit it should.” We approached the closest covered stairs that led us down. “The Guild uses it to indicate where sects keep their boards.” The light dimmed as we reached the next level down. “You guys have been a crew for three years now?” Derrik hummed in confirmation. “And you’ve never checked out the boards?”

Derrik offered to turn on his light and I told him not to. Instead, I kept my hand on the inner wall and led the way. “Well, we don’t pick up bounties. That’s not the kind of work we do.”

“No, but if you’re smuggling goods then you should be checking the boards to see if you’ve garnered the wrong kind of attention,” I said. “Or right kind. Depending on how you see it.”

Derrik didn’t reply and we walked in silence. After a few winding turns, my hand brushed over three indented lines carved into the wall from ceiling to floor.

“Here.” I dragged my fingers down the indents to the floor and my hand found the latch. With a grunt, I tugged on it, and a hatch opened a few feet ahead of us with a hiss. Derrik stepped forward and pulled it open fully, flooding the hall with the artificial glow. I slid down the ladder.

“Close it behind us.”

With the hatch sealed again, and both of us settled, we traveled further down the hall and turned the corner. A wall of sound greeted us as a mass of people mingled around the large room. Derrik paused beside me, and though I couldn’t see his face, I pictured the shock. Stalls lined the edges of the room selling food, weapons, and Aether knew what else. In the center of the room was a pillar from floor-to-ceiling covered in screens that flipped through various bounties. A crowd formed around it.

“This is…” Derrik began, and I waited for the judgment. “Incredible.”

My eyes widened. “Wait, really?”

“I mean, look at this.” Derrik motioned around us as we drifted deeper into the room. “It’s an entirely separate market hidden under the other. I’ve been to Rysian probably hundreds of times and had no idea.”

I chuckled and nodded for him to follow me toward the board. “This is more like Acheron. This feels more like home.”

There was a system of unspoken rules in a place like this. When we approached the boards, Derrik and I stood at the edge and waited patiently for our turn. Back in Acheron, I’d shove to the front and get the information I wanted because I had the reputation to get away with it. Derrik’s head spun from side to side taking things in.

I leaned toward him. “You see those guys at the front?” I motioned toward them with a tilt of my head. A group of three in suits, helmets deactivated, stood talking with one another. Derrik nodded. “See the symbol on their chest?” The bright yellow circle with six triangles pointed toward a central point stood bold on their suits’ left side chest. “They’re hunters of the Bronze Kill sect. The Hunting Guild set up the boards, but they’re the sect in charge here. Rysian is their home turf.”

“What sect runs Acheron?”

“Bounty hunters don’t have a home base there. Recluse allows them in under certain rules, but he isn’t gonna let anyone but him run the place.”

“How do you—” Derrik paused and shook his head. “Never mind.”

“What?”

“Well, I was gonna ask how you know all this,” Derrik chuckled, “But, I realize that’s kind of a dumb question.”

I grinned and a part of me was glad it was hidden beneath the scarf. Things were beginning to feel too casual between us which alarmingly didn’t feel like bad thing. He wasn’t who I thought he was, but I didn’t know what to do with this information.

“Do you think you could teach me a bit more about all this stuff?”

“How do you not know?” I glanced at him, genuinely curious. “I don’t get how you guys survive without this kind of knowledge.”

“We still do a lot of legal jobs. The few… not so legal ones are by word of mouth.” Derrik replied. “We’re not looking to make a name for ourselves. Don’t wanna be known.”

Considering his circumstances, I could understand.

“You haven’t said much about the job you have coming up.”

“Only because you haven’t asked. It’s a delivery of some spare parts for this guy’s filtration system.”

“Filtration system?”

“He lives on Artwa which is 95 percent water,” Derrik explained. “It’s a very legal delivery. Nothing exciting.”

Slowly but surely, we got to the front and Derrik stood a step behind me while I tapped on the screen. I checked for his crew first, but none of them had a bounty on their head that I could find. Then I looked for Reagan and found nothing on her either. Still unable to stomach the thought of typing in my name, I searched for any information about the Fallen Stars sect.

“Is that who we’re supposed to be delivering Reagan to?” Derrik asked from over my shoulder as he stared at the unrevealing screen. No bounties existed on any known members and the sect itself hadn’t listed any bounties to collect. It didn’t make any sense.

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

The more well-known a hunter’s sect was the better priced their gigs got. XXVI was the most infamous sect in the Meridian System. Hiring a hunter who wore their sigil cost a pretty credit. I didn’t understand how Acolyte Heisin had gotten in touch with the Fallen Stars sect. I deleted the name from the search bar and tucked away the information for later.

Unable to stall any further, I looked up Kennex and I. It didn’t take long for our bounties to crop up and my heart stopped at the sight. A new bounty existed on Lucky Fox and Venom, dated back to when we disappeared. The credit prize was surprisingly large, more so than Kilig had stated previously, and I could see our faces.

Ari ‘Lucky Fox’ Barlow and Kennex ‘Venom’ Hall.

I knew this was a possibility, but to see our identities broadcasted to the system hurt all the same. Recluse had revealed us. No longer could we hide behind our monikers and the safety of our helmets.

I couldn’t even absorb the information written off to the side of our faces. My eyes glanced over the picture of me smirking and got trapped in Kennex’s gaze. He wasn’t smiling in his photo, the model of perfected stoicism to anyone else, but I could see the glimmer of amusement in his dark eyes. Suddenly, the glimmer was gone.

Flashes of Kennex’s pale skin splattered with bright red replaced the image in front of me. My breath caught in my chest as the pain returned. The pain of seeing his body take that final blow, knowing it’d be his last, the pain of knowing he was slipping away, and it was all my fault, the pain of being witness to his Ascension only to watch uselessly as he was taken from me.

He belongs to Aether now.

A hand settled on my shoulder, and I jumped in alarm. Derrik was quick to pull his hand away. “I’m sorry. I tried to get your attention, but you wouldn’t respond.” I glanced back at the bounty to stare at Kennex for a beat longer. “Hey. You okay?”

“Yeah,” I croaked. “Let’s go.”

I didn’t wait to see if Derrik was following me. He didn’t speak up until we were back on the top level with the stars hanging over us. Derrik cleared his throat, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” I snapped. A heavy silence hung between us as we walked, and I sighed. “Sorry. I’m okay. It just… caught me off guard is all.” I tightened the scarf around the lower portion of my face. “I knew Recluse was going to be beside himself in fury, but I didn’t think he’d be upset enough to reveal our faces like that.”

“What is the significance of that?” Derrik asked. He shook his head and then rephrased the odd line of questioning. “I mean, I know the significance of your identity being revealed. If there’s anything I learned the last six years in Outer Orbit, it’s the power of anonymity.” Derrik motioned to his helmet. “But what does this mean for the two of you?”

I shrugged. “Well, I have a strong feeling he isn’t looking to give us our jobs back.”

Derrik stiffened, “He’d kill you both? Even after all the years you gave him?”

“Without hesitation.”

The one good thing about seeing that bounty was knowing Recluse had put both our faces on there. That meant Kennex’s unusual change hadn’t become public knowledge yet. I wasn’t sure what Recluse would do with that kind of information, but it was never good for a man of his power to have any sort of valuable information. Recluse was just smart enough to know how to make good use of it.

“Your hair was pretty,” Derrik commented, and I paused to glance at him. He squirmed. “Not that it’s not pretty now. I just meant I haven’t seen you with any other hair color.” My lip quirked up in amusement. “But I, uh, I actually like the white better! Plus, it might help you stay under the radar or… never mind.”

I chuckled, “You’re awkward.”

“Thanks.”

“No, no. It’s not a bad thing.” I started walking again and he followed. “I just… didn’t expect it. You’re this badass Ascendant with a reputation of being legendary. You’re supposed to be aloof and silver-tongued and intimidating.”

Derrik snorted, “I never got that memo.”

“Clearly. Instead of legendary, you’re just a dork.” I shook my head with a laugh. Derrik huffed, and I motioned to him. “I don’t mean that as an insult.”

The Ascendant stopped, but I kept walking. From behind me, I heard him call out with clear merriment in his voice, “You’re complimenting me.”

“No, no. I’m just not insulting you.” I argued over my shoulder. “There’s a difference.” When I realized he still wasn’t following, I paused to turn around. “What’re you doing?”

Derrik held his hands out to motion to the landscape before letting one rest on his chest. “I’m just trying to memorize this moment. The day Ari Barlow complimented me.” I couldn’t bite back a grin, and I was thankful again for the scarf covering my face. “I mean, this is… I am truly blessed.”

“Will you shut up and come on?” I chuckled and started walking again. Derrik jogged after me and fell into step at my side. “All I’m saying is that for an immortal, you’re not entirely unbearable.”

“And for a mortal, I like you too,” Derrik replied teasingly to match my turn of phrase.

I snorted and shook my head. The sound of Derrik’s deep laugh washed over me.
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- THIRTY -

Ipeeled the scarf off my head and shoulders as I walked up the open ramp up into the cargo hold. Derrik tapped his ear, so his helmet folded back up into its anchor and I watched in envy.

“I need to talk to Cyn about my gear,” I sighed.

“I think they’re getting close to being done from what I hear,” Derrik replied. Cyn would ramble about the project, but anytime I asked for a concrete end date I only got estimates. “It sounds like they’re having to build it from scratch.”

“Okay, not scratch. I gave them a base to work off. It was just a really, really old base.” I muttered. Derrik laughed and I resisted the urge to shove him. “I’m used to subpar gear. I’ll take whatever they got.”

“Cyn would never, in a million light years, allow someone they know to walk around with subpar gear.”

I opened my mouth only to freeze when I spotted Nylah step out of her bunk room onto the metal walkway. Stepping away from Derrik, I jogged up the stairs, and narrowed my eyes in confusion when she spotted me.

“Hey, you guys are back already? I thought you’d still be in the market.” Worst-case scenarios came to mind. “Is she—”

“She’s fine,” Nylah reassured. “Uldrel and I got our stuff done, but Reagan was quick.” Nylah crossed her arms and gave a small shrug. “Picked out two dresses, but that was it. I’m wondering if being in such a loud and open environment was too overwhelming for her.”

I didn’t believe that for a second. Reagan had been vibrating with excitement beside me in the Port of Lordella.

“I thought I heard you.” Orion slipped out of the crack in our room door. “How was—”

I scooped him up by his fur, ignoring his yowling complaints, and held him up to glare at him. “Was this your doing, furball? Did you convince Reagan that it was too dangerous to be out in the market?”

“I did no such thing,” Orion scoffed. “Though I find your decision-making skills questionable at best, I thought you made a fair point with what we discussed.”

Orion hadn’t guilted her into returning. The thought of Reagan’s half-hearted smile before she left made me lock my jaw. I dropped Orion without warning and he screeched. I stepped into the bunk room and closed the door behind me. Reagan looked up from where she sat on the bed with a book resting on her crossed legs.

“Hi,” she greeted sheepishly.

I glanced over at the dresser where two gray dresses were folded up. “That’s what you picked?” Reagan nodded quickly.

I frowned at the clothing choices and crossed my arms. They reminded me of what Kennex and I had found her in—plain, discreet, boring dresses. The thought of Recluse’s betrayal and the memory of Kennex was still burned fresh in my brain. As I wasn’t capable of emoting like a sane Yarian, I found myself irritated and angry for no apparent reason.

I snapped, “Do you even like those dresses? Why did you come back so early?”

Reagan shrank into herself at my tone and the sight of her eyes flickering back down to her book gave me pause. I clenched and unclenched my fists in a poor attempt to release some of the burning energy in my bones. This was the longest I had gone without hitting something or someone, and I missed the thrill of a fight.

I blew out a sigh and walked over to sit on the bed beside her. Reagan still didn’t speak.

“You didn’t want to go with Nylah to the market, did you?” I asked in the softest tone I could manage. “Who did you want to go with then?”

Reagan glanced up at me and the strength of the pleading emotion in her gaze hit harder than punches I’ve taken. Me? She wanted to go with me? I couldn’t understand why this kid would want to keep me around. Kennex and I may have saved her, but there was no way I was better company to keep than most others on this ship. “Reagan…”

“I’m sorry,” she blurted.

“No, don’t apologize.”

As somebody who was vocal to a fault, I didn’t immediately understand her lack of speaking up. Even as a kid with Recluse carving into me, I wouldn’t shut up. However, something Orion said woke me up to the obvious answer right in front of my face. Reagan spent her entire life in the Court of Aether. I doubted the acolytes were big on freedom of speech.

“Reagan, you’re not in the Court anymore.” She held my gaze with wide, curious eyes. “From now on, if you want something you have to make it known. Tell us. Tell me.”

Reagan’s bottom lip quivered. “I don’t wanna be a bother, Ari.”

“You are not a bother. Telling us how you feel and what you want is not a bother. If someone says otherwise, that’s their problem, not yours.” I spoke firmly so this could not be mistaken. “Now, just because you say it doesn’t mean you’ll always get it, but you can’t let others speak for you. Don’t ever let anyone drown out the sound of your voice with their own. Not even me. Understood?”

Reagan nodded. “Understood.”

“Now,” I pushed off the bed and pointed to the dresses, “Do you like those dresses?”

“Nylah bought them for me—”

“No. That’s not what I asked. Do you like those dresses, or did you pick them because that’s what they made you wear in the Court?”

Reagan paused for a long time before scrunching her features. “Too much color is bad. It’s not good to stand out or—or be a distraction.” The words she spoke seemed rehearsed. “Acolyte Raba said—”

“Reagan.” I cut in, and spoke slowly. “Yes or no. Do you like those dresses?”

She hesitated, as if waiting for a trap to befall her. “…no.”

“Good. Do you want to go pick out something new?” I asked. She nodded. “Who do you want to go with?”

Reagan’s voice was firm, “You and Orion.”

“Then let’s go.”

[image: ]

After hiding our faces with the scarves again, we made our way out to the marketplace. Orion walked beside us, but when we got to a more crowded portion of the market Reagan picked him up to keep him from being stepped on. That lasted a few minutes before he became too heavy for her to comfortably carry and I found the spoiled spark in my arms.

“Scratch me.” Orion rubbed his head against my arm.

I pet behind his ears. “You know, furball, I bet you’d weigh less if I shaved you.”

He hissed, “That is not a funny joke.”

“Who said I was joking?”

We walked a bit further before Reagan slowed. Her gaze seemed focused on a storefront decorated in flowers that must have been imported from various other worlds. From what I could see of the interior, the shop sold more than just clothes. Everything in its ownership was bright and noticeable. Reagan looked up at me nervously and I nodded.

Reagan held out a hand, and I only hesitated a second before grasping it. Her steps were heavy and slow so I took the lead. The young woman working in the small store greeted us, and I threw back a casual reply while keeping my eyes on Reagan. Her amber eyes were wide in amazement as she took in the store. I squeezed her hand.

“Go on. Find something.”

The scarf covered most of her face, but I could see the bright smile in her eyes. Reagan hurried away from me and I dropped Orion again. He hissed but followed after her. Technically, I needed new clothes to add to my limited collection, but the items in the store were a bit too bright for my taste. I felt the soft material of a pastel blue jacket. My lifestyle would destroy this thing within a week.

“Anything I can help you with?” The woman asked curiously.

I turned to meet her, “Just browsing.”

Book bags and shoulder bags hung on the wall behind her. One in particular caught my eye. A small, lavender, leather book bag with pastel pink pockets on the sides and front. Two white wings were stitched to the body in a way that would stick out from behind the person wearing it. I pointed to it. “Can you pull that down for me?”

“Certainly.”

As she left to do so, Reagan called me over. She had three shirts in her arms, all in vibrant shades, and she stood in front of a rack of shorts. “I don’t know what size I am for these.” I took the shirts from her to toss over my shoulder and grabbed a pair to measure up to her hips. The shorts were a simple light wash blue with rolled up on the ends that landed about mid-thigh. Reagan giggled as I held them up. “I’ve never worn pants before.”

“Let’s get you two pairs then,” I said. “These and a long pair. You need a jacket and some shoes too.”

Reagan picked out a pair of dark long pants and held them up claiming they were just like mine. I nodded to her, “Grab what you want to wear out of the store. They have a room you can change in.”

She hummed to herself and snatched a couple of items off the counter. Orion lingered around my ankles as I paid the shopkeeper. When the woman announced the price, I visibly winced. The prices were fair for what we were buying, but I had never splurged this many credits on clothes before. Especially clothes that weren’t armored. At the thought, I wondered how tough it would be for Cyn to add plating to the white jacket Reagan picked out. I paid the woman and waited for Reagan to finish up.

More than enough minutes had gone by and worry crept into my mind. I knocked on the door. “Reagan? You good?”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” Reagan answered faintly.

Orion and I waited another few seconds before I heard the lock click. The bathroom door slid open, and Reagan stood nervously in the doorway. She wore a pale pink, short-sleeved button up shirt decorated with red hearts and yellow stars. It was tucked into her shorts and her plain white socks went up to her knees. The sneakers she had picked out were bulky and decorated in shades of pastel blue and green. The girl was a conglomerate of colors and shapes.

“What do you think?” Reagan asked fearfully.

“Depends.” I shrugged. “Do you like it?”

“I like it a lot, Ari.”

I nodded. “Then it’s perfect.” I watched the tension and anxiety disappear from her small frame and be replaced with joy. I grinned. Knowing now that she liked what she had chosen, I gave her my own opinion with a wink. “I think it’s a good look on you, kid.”

Reagan laughed and motioned to herself, “Do you see the hearts and the stars?? Aren’t they so neat?”

“Very.” I agreed. “Here. I picked something out for you, but if you don’t like it we can swap it out.” Reagan tilted her head in confusion and I dug the book bag out of the box given to me to carry what we had bought. I held it out for her. “What do you think?”

“You picked this out?”

“Yeah, it made me think of you.”

Reagan pulled the bag on immediately and shook her shoulders so the wings looked like they were haphazardly flapping. She squealed and chanted how much she loved it. The celebration was cut short when she lunged forward startling me. Reagan tackled me in a hug and buried her face into my abdomen while gushing her thanks and adoration. A warmth filled my chest and I gave the girl’s head a few pats.

“Good.” I nodded, clearing my throat, then pulled her away. “I’m glad you like it.”

“I can’t wait to show the others!”

“Here’s the best part.” I reached out and unzipped the main pocket to leave it hanging open. Orion was quick to follow my line of thought and he leaped up to settle in the bag. Reagan was giddy at the prospect of having Orion on her back, and I zipped up the sides so the spark had room to stick out his head and upper body without falling out. “Now, I don’t have to carry the freeloader.”

“This is perfect!” Reagan chirped. “What do you think, Orion? Do you like it?”

“I love it.” Orion nodded. “And I think the clothes you picked out look wonderful as well. It suits you.”

Reagan reached out for me again on our way out, and I didn’t hesitate to wrap my fingers around her small hand this time. The streets of the market were more hectic now than before. I tightened my hold on her. Turning the corner, I spotted a mass of people milling about a news board. When we passed it on our way in, it had been playing advertisements for various shops. Now, there was a figure on the screen pacing back and forth on a circular stage surrounded by people.

I hissed out a curse when I recognized the Curator.

Reagan buried herself into my side. The man’s robes were starkly white and decorated in gold chains and medals. He wore a helmet that was as white as his suit and shaped like a crown. The glass hiding his face was reflective gold. The stands surrounding the stage were filled with unassuming people, but a line of faceless acolytes separated the crowds from where the Curator preached on stage.

“—enough.” His voice was softer than I imagined it’d be. I had seen him before, never in person, but the acolytes on Acheron would occasionally broadcast his sermons. They had wanted to blast it throughout the port, but Recluse denied them access to anything more than a singular, private screen. A personal choice of his that I didn’t disagree with. “She was taken from me. Stolen on a vacation I promised to her,” the Curator’s voice cracked and he held a hand over his chest. “I did my best to protect her, keep her hidden from the world, but in a moment of weakness I allowed my beloved daughter to leave the Court for an excursion to the Sea of Nepta.” The Curator hung his head and let out a sound akin to a sob.

Reagan hid her face against my side. I could feel her body tremble and rested a hand on the back of her head protectively.

“The Ascendants have identified the miscreant who kidnapped my beloved and slaughtered eight innocent acolytes and are searching the entirety of the Meridian System for her.” My brows furrowed at the singular mention. “I only ask that you offer me your prayers during this trying time.” The video feed zoomed in on the Curator. Light radiated from the gold glass hiding his features. “And to the doomed soul who took her from me, know this. I will not rest until she is back in my arms, and my Ascendants will make death seem like mercy.”

I glared at the Curator in hopes that maybe lightyears across the system he could feel my burning hatred. The camera zoomed out once more and the Curator raised his arms, “Please join me in prayer.”

I shook my head. “Piece of scrap.” A man standing beside me glanced over and I stiffened before coughing and motioning toward the screen. “The, uh, the miscreant. May Aether damn her for her crimes.”

He nodded in agreement, and I took that as my cue to leave. I dragged Reagan through the crowd of praying bystanders so we could get to the lift. The Curator was still speaking behind us, and no matter how far we got it still felt like his voice was whispering in my ear and lingering on my skin.
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As we left the Sea of Nepta, Reagan was disappointed she hadn’t seen any sirens. Derrik and Cyn filled her head with stories of their dangerous beauty. The descriptions of their long, glowing beautiful hair, enthralled Reagan, but I couldn’t get past the parts where sirens destroyed ships and killed travelers. I was very happy to have avoided that sightseeing endeavor, but I suppose I was a downer in that sense.

Leaving the nebula meant being able to kick back into warp drive which was the good news.

The bad news was we were scheduled to stop once more.

“I don’t get why we have to stop again. We were just on Rysian.” I argued. Cyn leaned back in the pilot’s seat while I leaned against the control panel with my arms crossed. Derrick stood by Cyn’s other side wearing a smirk.

“That was three days ago, and we have a drop-off to make. The cargo downstairs, the stuff you didn’t blow out the airlock,” I rolled my eyes at Derrik’s words, “is due to be delivered on Artwa. Making that delivery will gain us enough credits to hold off on jobs for a while and we can load up on supplies which will keep us from having to stop again.”

I grumbled, remembering he had mentioned the job to me before, “Okay, I get it, but that doesn’t make me any happier. It better be quick.”

“C’mon, Fox.” Cyn clapped their hands. “Artwa is neat place from what I hear. The capital where we’re landing is Illyarium established, but the natives are still around so they kept the city entirely Artwain in design. The world is water based so the city floats.” Cyn’s eyes brightened. “Literally floats.”

“That’d be cool if I wasn’t the most popular face on the wanted boards.”

“Good thing some incredibly genius person gave you a new setup to hide in.” Cyn rapped their knuckles against the pauldron on my arm. They had claimed they were going to repair my suit and shield as thanks, but even with all their bragging, Cyn had undersold their plans. I didn’t even recognize the new gear.

My new pauldron and vambrace were sleek and lighter to wear than before—though a bit longer as a collar now rested against the side of my neck. Cyn had made the executive decision to change the color scheme to white and gray with an orange glow underneath the panels. The only black remaining of what I had before was the undersuit.

Of all the changes, the one that stood out the most was my helmet. It was boxier now with a wider glass periphery, which retained the capability of showcasing my fox sigil. The most notable feature were the communication relays. Cyn had turned the tucked away, internal design into an external, thick antenna-like feature. It blended into the sides of my helmet and stood up near the back—arguably like fox ears. When I questioned them on the non-subtle nature of the design, they acted like they had no idea what I was talking about.

I was just happy my arm had healed enough that I could comfortably wear gear again. My tan skin was stained black over where my vasculature laid, darkest where the initial wounds had been. Uldrel was unsatisfied with the lack of answers, but I was just happy I was no longer oozing black ichor.

“If you leave the fox sigil off then nobody would recognize you as the Lucky Fox or as Ari Barlow. You’d just be a random stranger with a super cool helmet.” Cyn smirked.

“Still,” I hummed. “I don’t know if we should be tempting fate.”

“All my sources tell me that there aren’t any Ascendants in this corner of the system.” Derrik chimed in. “That means there’s no one on Artwa who would recognize Reagan unless Malachi decided to finally send out a placard with her details—”

“He won’t.” I shook my head. Cyn and Derrik both shot me curious looks, and I shrugged. “He’s evil, but he’s not an idiot. As many allies as he has, the man has just as many enemies. If not more.” Initially, I wondered why the religious leader hadn’t used every resource he had to its limit. “He wants Reagan back but making her known to the system is only gonna put more obstacles in his way. There are plenty of people out there who would seek out Reagan just to spite the guy. I would know.”

If I wasn’t so intimately involved in this mess, I would’ve been one of the lowlifes attempting to find the girl just to make the Curator’s life more difficult.

That reasoning had come to me easily enough, but I hadn’t figured out why Kennex was no longer on the Curator’s radar. I had been the only one called out by the religious leader, and the placard Ascendant Binna had left with us was updated so only I remained. By now, Kennex was most definitely in the Court. I was terrified what that meant.

“Well then, there you go!” Cyn clapped their hands, and I startled back into the moment. “You proved your own worries wrong. Nobody is gonna recognize Reagan except the Ascendants”—Cyn pointed to Derrik—“to which our local big shot has confirmed they won’t be around, and my beautifully crafted gear will keep you unrecognized by anyone from your circle of life, Fox.”

I sighed and crossed my arms. “I guess you’re right.”

“I’m always right,” Cyn replied, and Derrik snorted. The pilot ignored him and they snapped their fingers. “And, hey, this’ll be a perfect opportunity to give the new shield a test run!”

“If I’m in the position to test the new shield that means we’re in trouble, and for the first time in my life I’m avoiding that.” I admitted.

The truth was trouble sounded fun. Cyn had upgraded my shield and the gold rings on my right hand were a reminder of that. There were six in total. One around my thumb, two around my index and ring finger, and then the sixth on my pinky. According to them, I’d be able to pull energy shards off the main shield even better than before, and I didn’t need to have my full suit activated to do so. Before, the plasma-pulling mechanism was connected to my suit’s gloves.

Derrik motioned to the control panel, and Cyn sat up to address it. He shook his head. “I promise we won’t be on world long. Not even half the day.”

“I’m holding you to that.” I pointed at him. He grinned boyishly, and I left. I couldn’t deny that the idea of getting off the ship and stretching my legs would be nice. I was accustomed to long trips, Kennex and I had our share, but nothing beat natural gravity and seeing the sky.

As I reached the dining area, Reagan’s voice drifted up to me. She was chatting happily as Ellis sat beside her nodding. To the Ascendant’s credit, he was paying attention to her rambling. I always feared he’d be an ass to Reagan, but he was shockingly good with her. Reagan paused her ramble to wave at me, and I returned it before climbing down the hatch. My feet had been on the metal walkway for only seconds when a heavy, gray blur launched at me. I opened my arms in time to catch Orion with a grunt.

“I’m gonna let you fall one of these days, furball,” I scoffed as he curled into my arms.

“I sincerely doubt that,” Orion purred.

The spark had learned to trust my quick reaction time and decided I was a safe vessel for him to use for travel. The not-cat could literally speak and request for me to pick him up but instead chose to shoot himself at me like a fifteen-pound projectile with no warning.

“You’re getting lazy,” I commented and carried him down the stairs into the cargo hold.

Orion ignored my dig. “We’re approaching Artwa. You’re aware of this?”

“Yeah. Just finished arguing with Derrik and Cyn about it.”

“As we are still on approach, I assume you lost this argument.”

I rolled my eyes and turned toward the medbay. “They gotta drop off some trade goods. Finish up a job. It’ll be fine.” I hoped. “Derrik says we’ll be moving again in no time.”

“I know very little about Artwa and this makes me nervous, Ari.”

“Apparently, it floats.”

“That does not ease my nerves.”

The medbay doors slid open, and I froze awkwardly. Nylah sat on the cot with her head tilted up. At this angle, and without her scarf on, I could see her dust gills. Four on either side of her neck. Uldrel was peeling back the gel covers that helped her breathe the Illyarium air. Thanks to the tank top she wore, so the medic could work with ease, I could see Ainish letters burned repeatedly along nearly every inch of her arms.

“I am so sorry,” I blurted and dropped Orion who yelped.

“Don’t worry about it,” Nylah chuckled. “I don’t mind an audience. Uldrel is only exchanging my gel pads.”

“Either get in or leave, don’t stand in the doorway,” Uldrel grunted. I stepped further in but couldn’t shake my shock. Nylah assumed I had apologized for being a witness to her dust gills, but in actuality, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her scars. Uldrel mistook my shock for curiosity and began to explain. “All Kaili have dust gills to clear out any fine grain sand they breathe in. Keeps it out of their lungs. Many travelers have died of excessive lung scarring secondary to inhaling the particles floating in the Pykail atmosphere.”

Nylah chuckled again. “My gills are very good at cleaning Pykail air, but I lose a lot of Illyarium air out of them with every breath. Without the covers, I’d pass out from deprivation within half an hour.” She set her hand on Uldrel’s arm. “Luckily, I have a brilliant medic to help keep me healthy.”

Uldrel snorted. “All the sweet talk in the worlds will not make up for you putting this off for so long.”

“I’ve been busy is all, Uldrel.”

“Does it, um,” I motioned to my own neck as if I had the gills, “Does the gel hurt?”

I was still struggling to focus. The lines on her arms were old burns. The skin around each mark had healed with discolored scar tissue. The repeated nature of them meant someone had burned her over and over. Patches of scars sitting over even older scars.

“No, not at all,” Nylah replied. “It feels a bit odd, like I’m breathing through a mask, but I’ve gotten used to it. Barely notice it anymore.”

After removing the last pad, Uldrel picked up a mortar filled with a clear, runny paste and used a pestle to carefully spread it over each gill. He did this multiple times to build up layer upon layer. I briefly wondered how I hadn’t noticed her scars before, but Nylah always stayed so covered. The days when she did have shorter sleeves, she was usually bundled in a blanket. Being accustomed to the heat of Pykail meant that every other location in the system was too cold for her.

“There. I need you to stay here while it dries completely.” Uldrel set aside his tools. “I’ll be right back. I need to drag your companion down here for their check-up.”

Nylah laughed. “They won’t come easy.”

“They never do,” Uldrel grumbled and walked past me to leave.

Nylah held her arms open for Orion to jump into her lap. I stepped closer and tried to keep my wandering eyes off her arms. She shook her head. “Uldrel means well with his checkups, but we get so busy it’s hard to remember to keep up with things. Cyn actively avoids it.”

“Right,” I mumbled.

There was a beat of silence where I stood stiffly and searched desperately for something to say. Literally, anything would do. Of course, now was the time I had to find my tongue tied. Nylah must have noticed my odd behavior because she spoke before I could figure anything out. “Do you want to know about my scars?”

“No!” I blurted. Nylah raised an eyebrow at me, and I ran a hand through my hair. “Um, no. I don’t—I’m not—” If anybody ever asked about my marks on my back I’d lose it. “You don’t owe me that, Nylah.”

She smiled. “It’s not about owing anybody, Ari. I don’t mind sharing.”

I couldn’t find my voice and Nylah took my silence as an opening for her to continue.

“I love my home world, but we are far from perfect. A caste system based on the shade of your skin exists there Those light-skinned, like a foreigner, are hated, but being too dark, as I’m considered, comes with its own issues. I am less than. A person who belongs out in the heat of our sun rather than in the comfort of our underground cities.” I cautiously sat on the edge of the cot beside hers. “I was born into the servant class. Growing up, it was all I ever knew. My mother instilled a love for knowledge in me when I was young, and, after I grew old enough to be sent away from her to a different employer, that stuck with me. However, it was forbidden for someone of my status to be educated and any attempt at seeking knowledge was severely punished.” Nylah motioned to herself with a small laugh. “I was not good at listening. I couldn’t help it. Even after the first time they burned the sin into my skin.” She traced the tip of her finger in the lines making up one of the marks on her forearm. “Tik-ama. The closest translation in Illyarian would be ‘Insurgent.’”

She said all of this with a smile on her face. I didn’t understand how she could speak of the evils she’s faced with a chuckle and shrug. Her arms were a canvas of tragedy, but she didn’t mind revealing memories tied to each line.

“How did you get out?” I asked.

Nylah shrugged. “A group of foreigners landed not far from the above ground village I worked in. I saw my opportunity and took it. Snuck away on their ship. I lived in Sector Seven of Illyarium for some time.”

“That’s where the university is.” I thought aloud.

“Yes. I worked with a professor I met who studied Kaili culture. He taught me Illyarian.” Nylah’s smile grew pained. “He taught me a lot. Professor Theon was a good man. I miss him.” She got lost in a memory, but she quickly returned with a chuckle. “Uldrel knew him as well. It wasn’t until after Professor Theon passed that Uldrel and I took to the stars. That of course was when we met Derrik, Ellis, and Cyn.” I hadn’t known that Nylah knew Uldrel before joining this crew, and her brief description of that part of her life left me curious for more. “I haven’t been back to Pykail since.”

A different question lingered on my tongue. It was the one that had formed in my mind the second I stepped into the room. I just wasn’t sure I knew how to say it. Cyn hollered from the cargo hold and their colorful language was a welcome distraction.

“They’re always so positive that this’ll be the time they get away with it.” Nylah laughed.

Scuffling could be heard and seconds later Uldrel stepped into the medbay with Cyn tossed over his shoulder. They were whining but not attempting to flee. Uldrel dropped them onto the cot I had risen from.

“I was so close this time, Nylah.” Cyn held their finger and thumb apart by just a bit.

“Of course, you were,” Nylah cooed placatingly.

Uldrel scoffed from across the room. “You’re absolutely ridiculous, you know that?”

Cyn flopped back onto the cot and spread their arms out dramatically. “Do your worst, Jedos. I’ll try to bear it.”

“I am literally just making sure the material in your arms isn’t poisoning you, you sheev.” Uldrel stormed back over and jabbed Cyn in the neck with a needle. The pilot didn’t even flinch as the medigun drew blood. He let a drop fall onto a small card in his hands and the white material turned a dark shade of blue. Uldrel waved it in Cyn’s face. “Look at this! It’s the darkest it’s been! If you had just come in days ago like I’ve been telling you to—”

“I was busy!” Cyn complained with a crooked grin.

“What does that card mean?” I asked.

“It means my blood is ‘tainted’”—Cyn put air quotations around the word—“with turiel ions.”

Uldrel barked at Cyn for regarding the ions with such little regard and Nylah leaned over to whisper, “Turiel ions are the off product of what Cyn uses to energize their arms, but it’s toxic to Yarians. They have to filter their blood every so often.”

“You know what this means?” Uldrel asked.

Cyn narrowed their eyes at him. “I don’t like your tone.”

“You’re staying ship bound to undergo dialysis the second we land on Artwa.”

“Oh, come on, Jedos!”

The two began to argue again and I took this opportunity to listen to Nylah who was ushering me to escape with an amused smile. I backpedaled out of the medbay, Orion chasing after me, and tried to shake the sight of Nylah’s scars out of my head.
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As Cyn described it, the tiny world of Artwa looked like a marble of blue and upon entering the atmosphere the islands of civilization could be seen scattered amidst a vast ocean. Sol’s light glinted off the surface of the calm, teal water. As we approached the capital city, I could see the island was not land at all. Buildings, paths, and bridges were connected together on the water’s surface. The world’s capital truly was a floating city.

Uldrel followed through on his threat to keep Cyn ship bound. Orion, who hissed when I asked if he wanted to go for a swim, stayed shipbound with them. Derrik, Ellis, and Nylah planned to conduct their business so after connecting their communicators to my vambrace for emergencies, Reagan and I went exploring.

We passed one-story buildings of white stone, same as the path we walked on, and I realized the ‘floating’ aspect of this city was a mere illusion. The city’s base was seemingly built on the seabed, and it made me wonder how deep the water went. Whereas the stones we passed were stark white, every other item was brightly colored. Colorful signs, banners, and accents decorated the area, a stark contrast to the white stone, and extravagant, unrecognizable flowers lined the paths by the waterside.

The native population, Artwains, were nearly a minority. Their dewy skin was in various tropical shades with patches of iridescent scales, and they sported long, noodle-like antennae styled like hair. We passed many, but most of the population were well-dressed Yarians with a few Khareesians in the mix. Reagan and I attracted their attention, but I hoped it was simply from our choice of clothes. I had my jacket on, despite the heat, with my helmet activated, and Reagan wore a frilly, yellow shirt with her shorts and sneakers— bright enough to be seen from orbit.

“Look, look!” Reagan chirped and rushed to the bridge’s railing. Under the arch, fish larger than me swam close to the surface. We paused to watch a school pass. Reagan pointed to a medium-sized orange one with long, thick whiskers connected to its mouth’s sides. “Look at that one, Ari!”

“I see it.” I hummed.

I was content leaning against the railing and allowing Reagan to run from one side to the other following the giant fish that swam under us. As she watched them, I watched the people going about their day. They were dressed nicely in breezy but well-made clothing that matched the tropical climate. I continued to notice eyes darting our way. The attention was making the hair at the back of my neck rise.

Another scan and my eyes landed on a young man lounging on a bench. His arms were stretched out to take up a bulk of the space. His skin was dark and the point of his ears, clear to see thanks to his shaved black hair, gave away his Kharees descent. Shocking white sigils and unfamiliar writing adorned his left arm in a swirling tattoo that crawled up to his shoulder and down his side. His thin, sleeveless shirt was loose enough to reveal the matching tattoo painted against his left ribcage. His gaze was on Reagan, but the man must have felt my stare as his dark blue eyes snapped to me. It felt like his sight pierced through my helmet, and his lips curled into a sly grin. I stiffened.

A body slammed into my shoulder, spinning me around, and I instinctively grabbed their collar. A young Artwain woman stared at me with wide, fearful gray eyes. The shiny scales on her pale red skin were teal in color and the tendrils of tentacles covering her scalp were pulled back and tangled into a bun. The fins on the sides of her head fluttered as she trembled in my grip.

“I am so sorry,” She blurted. Not releasing her, I glanced over my shoulder only to find the man on the bench missing. “Please, I didn’t mean any harm.” I looked back at the woman and released her. Alarm bells were ringing in my head. Something was wrong. She surprised me by grabbing the lapels of my jacket with pleading eyes. “Run. Take your child. Run.”

I brushed her aside and held a hand out in Reagan’s direction. “Kid.” Reagan jogged over and slipped her hand into mine. “We’re leaving.”

“Okay,” Reagan chirped. I pulled her off the bridge and onto the path that would lead to the shipyard. “Can we stop somewhere and get food? I’m hungry.”

“Mhmm,” I replied without much thought. We only made it a few feet down the path when a group of three Yarian men stepped out from around a corner. Based on their threatening stances I took in the only details I needed to know—stocky builds, strength-based fighting rather than speed or agility. Two were unarmed, but the one in the front had a glowing plasma machete.

Reagan’s hand tightened around mine. “Ari?” I spun around to see another two men barreling through the crowd to reach us. “Ari!?”

Getting past two would be easier than three. Decision made, I sprinted forward and scooped up a flower pot with my right hand to whip at the closest man’s head. He stopped to block it from hitting him in the face and this allowed me to shove him into the other man’s path.

As we ran, I could hear the men behind us getting closer. Reagan stumbled to match my pace, and I pulled her into my arms so I could carry her rather than drag her. In response, she wrapped her arms around my neck tight enough to restrict airflow. Breathing could be optional. If that was the cost of escape, I’d happily pay it. I sprinted around a corner with the end goal of getting us back to the shipyard, but I was forced to a stop again as two Artwain men, both armed with machetes of their own, slid into our path.

I mumbled a curse, and Reagan whimpered into my neck.

“Give us the girl, and you can go.” One of the men, who wore a lower face mask with fangs drawn onto it, barked at me. The scales on his face glittered purple in the light. He pointed the metal machete in our direction. “That’s all we want.”

“I have to set you down,” I whispered.

“No, no, no.” Reagan tightened her grip on me.

The man behind the one who had initially spoken stepped forward to chime in. He spoke in an unfamiliar, gurgling language, I assumed the native one, but followed it up in Illyarian. “You did this to yourself bringing a child here.”

It’s not what I would expect someone coming to collect Reagan for the Curator to say. Glancing around, I realized nobody was planning to step in and help us. Bystanders in the area glanced our way at the commotion but averted their gaze and gave us a wide berth.

“Reagan, you have to trust me,” I said. I turned just enough to be able to keep the men behind us in my view. All seven were gearing up for a fight. “I can’t fight with you in my arms.” We stood in front of was a bakery and outside its doors was a small patio with metal tables. A Khareesian man appeared behind the bakery’s door but my hope was dashed when I heard a lock click and he scurried back into the safety of his shop. I gritted my teeth. “I’m gonna set you down, and I want you to hide in the corner under one of the tables. Okay?”

“Ari—”

“Reagan, I need you to do this.” The men took another step closer. “All right?”

Reagan nodded against my neck. I took in a slow breath and set her down. My eyes stayed locked onto the men who seemed to be vibrating with excitement at the prospect of a brawl. I shrugged out my jacket and carefully laid it over Reagan’s shoulders for protection. Just in case blows came her way.

I wasn’t going to let it come down to that.

“Go,” I whispered.

No sooner had the word left my mouth, the men lunged. I pushed Reagan back and she scrambled for the tables. The man closest to me went straight for Reagan and I swung my leg out to kick him in the face. He crumpled as another grabbed me by the arm to pull me back. I used my other arm to punch him in the throat. With a strangled gasp, he released me to cup his injury. My body ducked before I was fully aware of why and the glow of plasma energy cut through the air above me. The machete swung at me three more times, forcing me to evade, and caused me to backpedal into the chest of another thug. He wrapped his arms around me.

I stomped my boot, the small blade hiding in my heel shooting out, and kicked back to embed it into the shin of the man holding me. He howled in pain, and it gave me enough leeway to spin us in place so the next swing of his ally’s machete struck his back rather than me. The grip around me loosened and I shrugged him off.

“Ari!” Reagan screamed. The other man with a machete had grabbed her.

I lifted my left arm and swung it down like I was slamming my fist on a surface. A circle of vibrant blue formed, my new energy shield, and I rammed into the chest of a man blocking me from Reagan. As soon as he was out of my way, I grabbed at the edge of the shield and drew a handful of energy. A disk, the size of my palm, solidified in my hand. I hurled it at the man who attempted to drag Reagan away. It lodged into his upper chest, and he fell to the ground motionless.

A jarring war cry came from my right and I spun, shield lifted, and blocked the machete swung down on me. The man continued his onslaught of attacks and I blocked each blow. Out of habit, my hand went to my hip to grab my dagger only to find air. I still hadn’t found a weapon to replace the dagger I lost on Diomedes.

Frustrated, I cried out, and barreled forward to slam my shield into the man’s chest. He tumbled backward, foot catching the edge of the path, and fell into the river. A body tackled me from behind. I grunted at the force of hitting the ground and a heavy mass kept me down.

“Get the hells off me, you screwhead!”

The man chuckled in my ear and the sound made my skin crawl. I threw my right elbow back, catching him in the side of the head, and he fell off me with a cry of pain. I tried to push up, but the man was quicker to recover. He pinned me once more, but now I was on my back, and he sat on top of my chest with one knee pressing my left arm against the stone beneath me.

I clawed at any of his exposed skin, but he punched the side of my face, stunning me. He attacked twice more. I blocked the brunt of the blows with my free arm, but the sound of Reagan’s scream distracted me enough to allow him the window to land another punch.

“Ari! Ari!” Reagan screamed.

“Reagan!” I lifted my chin and strained to spot her. The Artwain wearing the face mask decorated with fangs, forcefully dragged her away as she struggled to escape. A meaty hand clamped down on my throat as Reagan’s voice got further and further away. The lack of air and the knowledge that Reagan was slipping away filled my mind with panic. The man sitting on me chuckled. His partner, another Artwain, stared down at me.

My heart raced. With every second that passed, Reagan got further away.

The man lifted his machete. I forced myself to take a second and find clarity. I grabbed the man choking me by the back of his arms, forcing him closer to me, and used my hips to rock him just as the machete swung down. It caught him in the back of the head, and I was lucky the blade was metal rather than plasma. The dull metal got stuck in the man’s skull and stopped. It left me covered in blood but in one piece. I threw the man off me, toward the attacker’s feet causing him to stumble as he tried to dislodge his weapon, and rolled back over my shoulder to my feet.

The plan had been to run, to find Reagan, but the damp three-fingered grip of the Artwain found the collar of my shirt. He yanked me back, my feet stumbled as my shirt tore, and I turned in time to block his bloody machete with my shield. I kicked him back and pulled energy from my shield into a disk I planned to lodge in his neck.

The sound of a hand cannon fired. A blue bolt of energy burned through the man’s chest. The machete fell from his hands and he slumped to the ground in a smoldering pile. I spun, shield up, and Ellis stood in my line of vision, hand cannon drawn, and smoking.

He smirked, “Derrik told me to check in on you. Guess he was right in assuming you find trouble wherever you go.” I sucked in a shaky, sharp breath. Ellis glanced around. The amusement on his features fell away. “Where’s the kid?”

I stormed past him.

As I rushed down the path, I slapped the side of my head to dismiss my helmet. The second it folded back into the anchor I gasped. I hoped the unfiltered air would fill my lungs with a crisp freshness that could uncloud my foggy mind, but it didn’t. The hot, humid air suffocated me further. A fury built up in me with every step I took, but it wasn’t pure. Something akin to fear laced through my very being, and it was distracting. When I got lost in a rage, there wasn’t room for any other emotion. It was what made me dangerous.

“Where in the hells are we going?” Ellis snapped. Frustration leaked into the Ascendant’s voice, anger as well, but he followed one step behind me regardless of the lack of answers. My pace was quick as I rushed back to the bridge looking for that one familiar face. “We need to get to the ship and regroup. Ari!”

A familiar Artwain appeared in my peripherals, turning a corner, and I sprinted after her.

“Ari!”

The other pedestrians on the path leaped out of my way murmuring to themselves. If I wasn’t so dead set on finding the woman from the bridge, I’d take the time to lash out at the crowd. They had done nothing. Reagan was ripped away from me and nobody batted an eye.

I reached the corner only to be stopped when a hand wrapped around my arm to spin me. Ellis glared at me, and I returned it vehemently. I yanked my arm away from him. “Don’t fraking touch me!”

“Then stop and talk to me!” Ellis yelled. “What the hells just happened?!”

“I’m trying to find out if you’d stop distracting me!” I yelled back and pressed onward.

Ellis muttered a string of curses, in multiple different languages, then followed once more. “Why didn’t you call for help?”

“What?”

“We gave you our comm links for a reason. Why didn’t you send out a mayday or reach out to the Nova!?”

My steps stumbled at his words, but I recovered. In all honesty, I had forgotten I had the means to. I remembered placing their links in my vambrace for emergencies, but in an actual emergency, I hadn’t given them a second thought. I wasn’t used to having backup. Not in any form other than Kennex.

“Ari?”

“It doesn’t matter.” I snapped. Up ahead, I spotted the woman. She paused to look over her shoulder and the moment she noticed me she broke into a run. I didn’t hesitate to give chase. People complained and shouted as I shoved them out of my way, one couple had been knocked into the river at my rush, but nothing short of Aether himself was going to stop me.

The woman wasn’t quick enough to outrun me, and when she was in reach, I grasped her by the shoulder and threw her into the wall of the building beside us. A whimper of pain slipped from her as she tried to stay standing. I buried my hands in the front of her shirt and shoved her back against the wall with all the strength I had. This time a strangled gasp of panic left her as her hands clutched at mine.

“Where did they take her!?”

“I—I—”

“Tell me!”

“Geralt!” The woman blurted. I could feel her shaking, but at the familiar name, my grip went slack. She was biting back tears. “He came months ago and took them all. He—He killed anyone who tried to stop him, and—and—”

“Geralt is dead,” I spat. “He made the wrong deal, and Recluse killed him for it.”

“I don’t know about any of that,” the woman whimpered. “I just know a man named Geralt came here months ago. He took over, and he’s been using the children to keep us in line… I saw you with your little girl.” Tears were falling from her cheeks now. “They took my son, and I knew they’d take her.” I let go of her as she began to sob. “My husband tried to stop them, but they killed him. They still have Shem. I couldn’t—I haven’t—”

Her words fell to nonsense as she sobbed. Ellis tugged on the bottom of my torn and blood-stained shirt. He shook his head. “You know this Geralt guy?”

“All too well.” I shook my head. It had been years since I heard that name. I had buried it away. The Meridian System had a long list of sinners, but Geralt was the worst of them. If Recluse was scum, then Geralt was the scrap the scum had stepped in. “Child trafficker.” Ellis stiffened at my words. “He tried to make a deal with Recluse ages ago. Recluse doesn’t play ball with these guys, and he killed him.”

“Well, for a dead guy, he’s been very busy.”

“You’re telling me.” I turned back to the woman. “What’s your name?”

“Shara.”

“Take me to him.”

Ellis clicked his tongue with a shake of his head. “We don’t need her to lead the way. I know where he is.” I narrowed my eyes at him, and he grew more sheepish. “Derrik and Nylah are there right now. He’s who we’re delivering the load to.” Ellis held his hands up to me before I could begin yelling. “We had no idea he was a child trafficker.”

“Maybe do a little more research before you get in bed with someone,” I snapped.

“Sorry, we’re not as knowledgeable of the local criminals as you are.”

Shara stepped forward. “I can show you. I want to go. Every time I try to get close, I just… Please.”

“Whatever.” I motioned to both of them. “But let’s get going now.”

Shara nodded and began to rush away. Ellis and I followed behind her, but after only a few steps Ellis spoke up. “Why do you look calmer now than you did ten minutes ago?”

“Ten minutes ago, I thought the Curator and his Ascendants had gotten their hands on Reagan.”

“She was taken by child traffickers. I don’t know if that’s considered better or not.”

“It’s better,” I replied without missing a beat. “When I kill these guys, they won’t come back.”
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Geralt’s compound was at the edge of the city, and it was the largest building of them all. Three stories shaped in marble. It resembled a palace. The sprawling lawn in front connected to the rivers with a garden of greenery filled with plants I didn’t recognize. Tall, thin trees with wide leaves and flowers in every color grew by the riverside. Guards milled through the garden and in front of the palace. I assumed just as many if not more would be inside.

“Derrik and Nylah are aware of the situation. They’re on the top floor waiting for Geralt to show,” Ellis chimed. “Cyn and Uldrel are above us right now.”

“I know. Orion is in my ear,” I replied. The spark had connected to my helmet.

“I knew stopping at this world would be a bad idea,” Orion added at the sound of his name.

I ignored his comment and lifted a hand to my pauldron to activate my suit. “You have a path for me, O?” A blinking orange line appeared on my heads-up display. It started at the portion of the river we stood by and cut straight through the garden. “And you’re sure this will take me into the compound? No complications?”

“Mostly. I am still working on access to the compound’s blueprints.”

“You’d think a brilliant spark would’ve hacked that by now.”

“Would you like to do this yourself?”

“They aren’t on the second or third floor,” Elli commented. “We got a tour when we first got here. Didn’t see much of the first floor.” He motioned to Shara. “I’m taking her back into the city, then I’ll be back.”

Her eyes widened. “No! I want to help!”

“You did. You got us here,” Ellis replied. “Now, the next best thing is to not get yourself killed.”

“Please—”

“Hey. Your kid needs you to be around once we save him.” Ellis’ words calmed the woman, and I stared at the Ascendant in surprise. Unlike Derrik, Ellis wasn’t as recognizable. He walked around without his helmet and ran into no issues. Thanks to that, I could see the sincerity and kindness in his eyes when he spoke to Shara. I almost didn’t recognize him.

“Ari, we must go,” Orion nagged in my ear.

I shot Ellis a mock salute, wished him the best of luck with the teary-eyed mother, and stepped up to the river. Shara called out before I took the plunge and I glanced over my shoulder. She swallowed hard. “I’m so sorry I didn’t warn you sooner on that bridge. I should’ve, but I… I got scared.”

I nodded once. An acknowledgement.

There was nothing else to say. I was still angry and any thought that came to mind was one of malice. If I opened my mouth, my aim would be to cause harm, and there wasn’t any time for that. I looked back to the river and sighed. I never did a lot of swimming, unsurprisingly, and the thought of jumping in didn’t fill me with warmth.

“I’m still unable to gain full access, but I am 43 percent sure this will allow you to enter the building.”

I’ve done crazier with worse odds. “I’ll chance it.”

With one step, I fell into the river. The weight of my suit dragged me down into the seemingly endless void of water. I had been curious about the depth, but I wasn’t in the mood to discover the answer now. I activated the propulsion jets that could pop out from the back of my calves. It was the same ones I used in spacewalks and should work underwater as well as there wasn’t any fire involved—just energy. As I hoped, they allowed me to have forward motion.

“Do we know where this is going to exit out?”

“Not exactly,” Orion replied. “From what I can see, I think it may take you into the basement.”

A few minutes into the swim, I ran into a grate. It must have been used to keep out the large fish, but the bars were wide enough for me to slip through with ease. As I cut through the water, I couldn’t shake the ball of nervous energy sitting in my gut. The feeling wasn’t an instinct blaring at me to move or a decision itching to be made. It was a lump, like a stone, weighing me down and filling me with dread. I hated it. My gut was the most efficient thing about me, but now it was a distraction.

Reagan’s scared cries rattled in my skull, her soft voice screaming my name, and I winced. I let her get kidnapped before we even got out of Outer Orbit. Right from under my nose. The Lucky Fox had a mission success rate like no other, but between the last mission and failing this kid, that record was cracking.

Despite not increasing the power of my jets, I began to pick up speed. The slow current surrounding me grew rougher. “Orion?”

“I gained access, but I have bad news.”

The river took another turn and through the dim lights of my heads-up display, I could see a giant spinning propeller sucking the water, and me, closer. I threw myself back, placing my boots toward the propeller, and cranked the power of my jets to the maximum. I moved back marginally, but it was too late. I was caught in the vortex.

“This is worse than bad news!” I yelled and swung my arms to try and free myself, but it was to no avail. “Orion!”

“I am trying to shut it down.”

“Try faster!”

With little options, I activated my shield in preparation for the blender I was about to get sucked into. My vambrace’s screen was set on the shield’s analytic display and a small, unfamiliar light blinked at me. A new feature. I activated it and watched in awe as my shield grew to form a bubble surrounding me. I admired it in awe for only a second before I hit the propellers.

I flinched, expecting the shield to disperse like my old one would have, but the plasma held firm. The shield surrounding me became jammed between the wall and metal, and the gears controlling the propellers sparked. After only a few more seconds, the propellers went lax and I fell to the other side.

“I deactivated the engine.”

“Thanks for your timely help, O,” I snorted and deactivated my shield. “Remind me to kiss Cyn when we get back aboard.”

“I’ll put it on your to-do list.”

“Want to tell me what’s coming up ahead or are we gonna leave it a surprise too?”

“The rest of the engine is up ahead,” Orion replied. “We just went through the turbine for the compound’s hydroelectric power engine.” I was on the outflow path now. “Up ahead there are sets of tubing that travel up. Swim into the third and break in.”

I followed his instructions, and when I reached the tubes I began to count. “How am I supposed to just break in?”

“Get creative.”

Mockingly, I repeated his words under my breath and swam up the third tube. Light interrupted the dark water, and when I got high enough the tube’s metal turned to thick glass. I tilted my head in thought. This was more doable.

I couldn’t bring my arm back far enough to get the traction necessary to break through the glass with my shield. I had a metal cutter on my belt that I used on jobs, but I didn’t think it would light underwater. It never worked in space. The glass was thick enough that the other side looked blurry. I could see vague shapes of a metal engine and concrete walls, but that was about it.

I pressed my back to one side of the tube and pulled my legs up so my knees were in my chest and my boots pressed against the glass. I grunted at the uncomfortable position and awkwardly reached around myself to tap on my vambrace. The jets kicked up to maximum power, and the force that propelled me through space and water blasted into the glass itself. My knees nearly slammed into my helmet, bending me further, but with gritted teeth, I forced my boots to stay in place so the jets’ power vibrated the glass.

I was losing strength when I heard the first, loud crack. I didn’t have the time to smile in triumph as it shattered and the force of the sudden water flow spat me out. The water poured out of the damaged tube, and I fell about five feet to the concrete floor. Water continued to batter down on me, and I struggled to crawl away from the newly created waterfall.

Orion hummed, “Well, that was easy enough.”

“Speak for yourself.” I struggled to my feet.

The jets on my calves were sparking. Never a good sign. I deactivated them and turned on my shield. “Which way?”

“You triggered an alarm by damaging the turbines. Men are on their way to you now.”

“You couldn’t have warned me of that earlier?” I broke out into a jog.

Orion spoke, “It didn’t seem important earlier.”

“When I get back on the ship,” I gasped, jogging down a hallway that branched off the engine room, “we are having a long discussion on what is and what isn’t important while on a mission. Got it?”

“Looking forward to it,” Orion replied dryly. “Take a turn here. You’re reaching the edge of the basement. I think you should head toward the center.”

“You think?” I questioned while still taking his advice.

“I have the blueprints of the compound, but they didn’t label which portion is their ‘child dungeon.’”

“They never make it easy,” I mumbled and pushed through a set of double doors that opened into another portion of a plain, concrete hall. Five men walked into view with the man who took Reagan at the front.

“You have company.” Orion chimed.

“Thanks, O,” I mumbled passively. The men were speaking in the language of Artwa, their radios going off. “Are they talking about the kids?” Orion translated what he heard and nothing was helpful to me.

They marched toward me, the man in the front making a snide comment I didn’t need to understand. I took a step forward to match and pointed to him. “You die first.”

I pulled a sharp edge of plasma off my shield and ducked under a swing of his arm to stab him in the side of his neck. He collapsed, clutching his injury, and I turned my attention to the next.

Realistically, I could only fight one person at a time. Tunnel vision while battling a group was the quickest way to get killed. I grabbed the closest assailant and spun us so he was a blockade between me and the others. I slammed my shield into the man’s chest hard enough to send him flying into two others. The one man still standing, Yarian, moved to tackle me. I pulled another sharpened disk of my shield off and allowed him to take me to the ground. As he did, I stabbed him repeatedly in the back until he went slack and I rolled him off.

I jumped back to my feet, Orion shouted a warning in my helmet, and one of the men slammed a heavy pole into my face. My entire helmet vibrated, the glass cracked, and my ears rang. The force of the blow made me stumble back, and I followed the momentum. I allowed myself to fall so I could roll over my shoulder to my knees and throw three discs with practiced aim.

When the last man was down, I stormed forward in the direction they had come from. I tapped on the glass of my helmet along one of the cracks. If this had been my old helmet, it would’ve shattered through. Annoyed at the obstructed view, I deactivated it back into the anchor piece.

“I think I have a lead. Keep going down the hall,” Orion hummed. The deeper I got, the more on edge I felt. I was biting back the urge to start hollering Reagan’s name in hopes of garnering a response. If Orion didn’t lead us somewhere soon, I would. “I think I have information you would like to know. Derrik and Nylah have started a firefight upstairs.”

“Yes. That is very much something I’d like to know,” I said. “What happened? Are they fighting Geralt?”

“I’m connecting you now.”

“You’re what—”

“Ari?!” Derrik’s voice crackled to life through my earpiece. “Can you hear me?”

He grunted over the line. As if he were fighting and speaking at the same time. I nodded out of habit, “Yeah, I’m here. What’s going on?”

“We were made. A guard notified Geralt of a riot in the city on its way here.” I was going to blame Ellis for that. “He fled and we still don’t know where he’s keeping the kids.”

Commotion interrupted our conversation, but it didn’t come from over the line. It came from down the hall. “O, end call.”

Derrik yelled for me to not hang up, but Orion didn’t hesitate to cut the line. I took slow, cautious steps to where the noise originated. The room I stepped into wasn’t spacious, but there was an archway on the back wall leading into a larger room. I couldn’t gauge much through the arch, but I recognized bars. It set my blood aflame. Every goon in the room, eleven by my count, slowed as they noticed me standing there.

Standing at a desk off to the side, shoveling credits into a duffel bag, was Geralt himself. He was a short, portly man with ruddy features and thinning hair. The man had altered his eyes to a shade of pale blue, but the light color didn’t suit his dark features. Jagged and ugly scars, claw marks, scraped down the right side of his face. His right arm was replaced with a rudimentary prosthetic. The injuries were gifts from Recluse.

“Who in the hells are you? Is she with the carbon scraps upstairs?” Geralt began to bark at the man closest to him. He glanced back at me, ready to yell, but did a double take. Heis eyes widened then flashed in amusement. Geralt belted out a laugh and waved one of his thick fingers at me. “Oh, wait, I know that face. Don’t I? Pet.” The old nickname would usually fill me with a visceral rage, but I had no room for another ounce of anger. “Or do you still prefer Lucky Fox? I can’t imagine you do with the credits your master stamped on your head.”

Geralt briefly owned me before Acheron became my home. He oversaw the circle my father sold me to. It didn’t last long. I escaped them, the second the opportunity arose, but the damage had been done. He’d treated me like a feral animal rather than a Yarian girl, yet somehow that made me one of the lucky ones. After I fled, I hoped to never see him again, but that changed when he came to Acheron to strike a deal.

Geralt was the reason I got so easily tangled in Recluse’s web.

From the start, I had been wary of Recluse. The rumors and stories made sure of that. I wasn’t foolish enough to fall for his honeyed charm. However, I had been in the man’s office when Geralt came knocking. The sleazy man recognized me and joked about keeping me captive and taking me back as his pet. Recluse had reacted in the only way he knew how—anger. And, at the time, that rage had felt a lot like love.

“What was your real name? Recluse put it on the bounty. Ar…” He snapped his fingers with a smug grin. “Arienna Barlow. Did you come crawling here for a new master to obey? I’d be more than willing to take you back.”

I didn’t respond to his taunting. I held my ground, and I held my glare. Geralt cleared his throat and squirmed in place. The disgusting blight on society looked scared. Good. He should be.

Any sense of calm I gathered leading up to this moment evaporated under the heat of my rage. Kennex always said I had more anger than I knew what to do with, and he was right. I spent my entire life angry at everything. It was the emotion I clung to. Even in moments of mourning, this was where I ended up. Sadness, fear, worry, panic—all of it spiraled down the drain into anger. That was okay though.

I knew what to do with anger.

She was an old friend.

“Noth—nothing to say?” Geralt chuckled awkwardly. “That isn’t like you.” He snapped his fingers and his men drifted closer to him as a shield. The scumbag twitched in place. Nervous. “Say something!”

“Where is she?” I growled.

Geralt narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “Where is who?!”

“Where in the hells is my kid!?” I roared and stormed forward. Geralt didn’t bother with bartering or denying. He ordered his men to open fire. The bolts of plasma did not slow my pace. I lifted my shield to block the heat and barreled toward the mass of men.

The fight was a blur of plasma and motion. My body acted on its own accord while my mind took a backseat—pure action then reaction. A splash of heat brushed against my face, burning the upper part of my cheek, when a plasma bolt missed its mark, but it didn’t slow me for a second. I countered with a deadly accurate bolt from a hand cannon I stole mid-fight and as the last henchman collapsed, I settled back into my bones.

Geralt’s panicked pants as he rushed to escape perked my attention. I lifted the hand cannon to fire, but the overheated gun jammed. When I realized shooting wasn’t an option, I hurled the weapon at the man. It hit its mark, the back of his head, and he went sprawling.

“No, no, no!” Geralt tried to scramble to his feet, but I flipped him over and pressed my boot to his neck. He grasped at my shin, trying to claw through metal as he lost air, and his legs kicked out pathetically. He squeaked out more demands. “Stop, please! I’m not selling them anymore! It’s just assurance to stay in control here!”

I lifted my left arm, more than ready to slam the edge of my shield into his skull until the stain that was his existence was wiped from the system, but a familiar voice screamed my name. It was louder than the sound of my blood boiling under my skin and louder than the voice in the back of my head whispering to make the kill. I stepped off the man’s throat. Geralt gasped out an appreciation, but it was short-lived as I kicked him in the side of the head. He curled into a ball clutching his bleeding face.

“Reagan!” I screamed and sprinted to chase the cries.

“Ari! Ari!”

A cage lined the back wall of the room with at least fifty kids scattered in different states of health. They reached their hands out through the bars, and in the crowd, I couldn’t find Reagan. Her voice cried out again. My eyes landed on a panel against the wall, and I tore energy from my shield to throw at it. The bolt shattered the machinery in a spray of sparks and the bars slid down into the ground. The children fell out, rushing around one another, and I hurried forward to scan every single face.

“Where is she!?” Orion panicked in my ear.

“Reagan!”

“Ari!”

Her voice came from the left and I whirled in that direction to see her rushing toward me. She elbowed past other crying kids. Her clothes and shoes were muddy, and a bruise formed on her cheek. My jacket still hung off her frame.

I stumbled before breaking into a run and met her in the middle. My arms wrapped around her, picking her up, and Reagan clung tight to me as she sobbed.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” I breathed and rested a hand on the back of her head. A wave of exhaustion washed over me, and I buckled to my knees. “I’m so sorry.” I tried to pull her back, but she cried and clung to me tighter. I didn’t want to separate from her, but I needed to see her face. I finally peeled her off and began to scan her for injuries. “Are you okay?” Other than the bruise on her cheek, she seemed unharmed. “Reagan, did they hurt you?”

“You came for me.” She cried and took a shuddering breath. “You came for me.”

“Of course.” I nodded. “I’ll always come for you. You hear me? I’m not gonna let anyone hurt you. Never again.” She crumbled into my arms, and I took another breath of relief. “I swear, Reagan. You’re safe with me.”

Orion was speaking in my ear, saying that the others were on their way down, the riot of parents invading the building, but I found myself stuck at a standstill. Reagan was safe, everything was okay, but my skin still buzzed as if touched by a live wire. The system could be a dangerous and terrifying place to live. I knew firsthand. Somehow, up until now, those dangers never made me shake. They filled me with disgust, yes, but never fear. Not like this. I readjusted my hold on Reagan— my grip growing tighter. I finally recognized the stone in my gut. It was failure. Not guilt at letting down my partner or disappointment of a mistake. It had been the knowledge that another soul relied on me, trusted in me with their full being, and I had let them down.

I had almost failed Reagan, and the realization was haunting.
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- THIRTY-FOUR -

“Thank you. Thank you.” Shara cried. In her arms, she held her child, Shem, so tightly that I wondered if the boy could breathe. He looked like his mother, with similar colored scales, and he didn’t give our medic a second look as Uldrel wrapped a bandage around his arm. A minor wound from captivity.

The parents flooded the mayor’s building to find their children. Ellis had rallied a force. The two Ascendants along with Nylah and Cyn were still in the city getting the situation settled. I stayed long enough to witness a pack of parents end Geralt’s existence before taking my leave. With the scum dead, my priorities were elsewhere. Namely, the little girl in my arms. Reagan’s face rested on my shoulder, and she’d fallen asleep on the walk home.

“I didn’t mean to follow, or intrude, but I needed to thank you in person,” Shara said. She turned to Uldrel who stepped away from them. “And thank you, sir.”

“Of course,” he responded. The medic had come out to greet Reagan and I, but being who he was, he couldn’t let the boy go with untreated injuries.

Uldrel tucked his remaining supplies into the bag draped over his shoulder then turned to face me. He held his arms out to take Reagan, and I hesitated. She was safe. Reagan was safe. It was a mantra I kept repeating in my head like a broken record. I also knew Uldrel only meant well by her, but the thought of separating left a bitter taste in my mouth.

You came for me.

As if she thought I wouldn’t. As if I’d leave her behind. As if I’d leave her screaming after me without a glance over my shoulder. My arms tightened around her. The touch I used to avoid now necessary for my weary mental state.

“It’s okay, Ari,” Uldrel whispered.

I sighed and let him pull her from my grasp. Reagan whimpered, fighting her exhaustion, but the moment Uldrel let her head rest on his shoulder she settled once more. Uldrel whispered soft reassurances to the sleeping girl while carefully rubbing her back through my jacket. Orion, who had been hovering by my feet, quickly followed after them onto the ship.

“She’s quite lucky,” Shara said. I glanced back at the woman in surprise. She offered me a soft smile. “To have a caregiver so brave.”

The woman mumbled thanks again before turning to leave with her son. As she left, she passed Derrik who was approaching and briefly stopped to thank him as well. I stayed glued to my spot, watching the encounter. When it ended, Derrik continued until he was a few feet from me, and, after checking over his shoulder for witnesses, he deactivated his helmet.

His chestnut hair was messy and damp from sweat. He gave me a tired nod. “Close call today.”

“After Uldrel looks over Reagan, we’re leaving,” I spat.

Derrik’s eyes widened. “What?”

“You were in business with that bastard.” I stormed closer, getting in his face. “You brought us to a world under Geralt’s control—”

“We didn’t know who he was—”

“That’s not a good excuse!” I snapped. “I don’t care that all of you break the law. Hells, most days I’ll encourage it, but if you’re gonna be a part of this line of work, you have to know what you’re doing and it’s obvious to me now that you don’t.” Derrik’s jaw locked, and I didn’t stop at his sheepish expression. “That means knowing the other players. Knowing the history. That disgusting, vile—You have no idea the kind of monster that man is, yet here you are making deliveries to his front door while he keeps children as prisoners. Fraking children, Derrik!”

Derrik’s hands drifted to his hips and his gaze went downcast. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t care,” I hissed. “We’re leaving.”

“Ari—”

“Don’t!” I barked and then marched onto the ship.

Derrik called out after me, and I half expected to grab my arm. I waited for it, ready to lash out and attack in response, but the man jogged past me to block my path.

He held his hands up to stop me, concern painted on his features. “Think this through.” I opened my mouth, but he cut me off. “Being on your own out here is dangerous. You need someone to have your back, and I know that’s not something you’re used to.”

“That’s not true.”

“Okay, I’ll rephrase.” Derrik conceded and lowered his hands. “You’re not used to having someone who isn’t Kennex Hall have your back.” I stiffened at the sound of Kennex’s name leaving Derrik’s mouth. “You could’ve called us the moment those men started to chase you, but you didn’t. Ellis told me you looked shocked when he suggested it. He seems to think it was because you still don’t trust us, but I think it’s because you forgot. You forgot you could ask for help, didn’t you?”

I shook my head, unwilling to admit it. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Ari, the entire system is after you and Reagan,” Derrik stepped closer, but kept the movement slow as if I were a skittish animal ready to run. He wasn’t too far off. “Every type of criminal is looking to make credits off killing or capturing you, and you know how to deal with that. You know that side of the system better than anyone else. I get that now.” He crossed his arms. “This is my ship. I became captain, and the others and I started picking up odd jobs, but we never delved deep into the activities we did. We never made names for ourselves or got very involved. That’s left us blind and stupid, and it’s why today happened. I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry Reagan had to pay for our mistakes.” Derrik took another step closer and now I had to tilt my head up, just a bit, to keep eye contact with him. “But as lost as we are with that side of the system, that’s how you are with the Ascendants—with the Curator.”

Derrik wasn’t wrong, and I hated that.

The only thing that quelled my fear today was the confidence I felt when I learned who the enemy was. I knew Geralt. I knew he was a weak-willed coward, too cheap to shell out for skilled henchmen. I knew I could tear through his crew like tissue paper and crush his slimy head under my heel with ease.

If Geralt hadn’t been behind today, it had been Ascendants or enforcers sent by the Curator, I may not have gotten Reagan back.

“What are you saying?” I whispered.

“I’m saying that, surprisingly, we make the perfect team in this scenario,” Derrik said. “You know the rules of engagement with every outlaw we may come across, and I know every single Ascendant that the Curator will throw our way. Together, we have a decent chance of actually delivering Reagan to safety.”

I broke my gaze with him to stare off to the side. My shoulders slumped in exhaustion. Being back aboard the Nova had finally turned off the adrenaline coursing through my veins, and my body relaxed within its walls. The words came before I could even stop them. “I was so scared.”

“Ari…”

I forced myself to look back at Derrik. The vibrant, green of his eyes filled with nothing but concern and anxiety. “Seeing them drag her away, I…”

Watching Reagan get torn away had been jarring in a way I couldn’t vocalize. I thought I had buried that part of myself away.

“You care about her.”

“I shouldn’t.”

Derrik stepped closer. “Ari, there is nothing wrong with caring.”

“For me there is,” I blurted. A terrifying ache came with caring. I already knew that with Kennex. He’d been my only weakness. The only times in a fight I laid down arms, the only times I gave into Recluse, were when Kennex was threatened.

“I find that hard to believe.” He shook his head. “Reagan is lucky to have you.”

Reagan had inadvertently wormed her way into my heart and created the kind of bond I actively tried to avoid, and she had done it with ease.

“She’s not the lucky one. I am.” Nobody I chose to care about could be deemed lucky. I was a curse. The best I could do for Reagan was get her to a place of safety, a place far from me, as quickly as I could.

I had to save her from myself.

It dawned on me how close we stood. He inched forward, and I let him.

Derrik’s presence pulled me in like a stray asteroid being sucked into orbit, and I hadn’t even noticed. I took two large steps back. Derrik opened his mouth, but my glare made it clear this conversation was over.

He let out a ragged sigh and changed the topic. “We’re going to keep Reagan safe.”

I nodded. His words were a comfort to hear, but it was short-lived. As soon as his voice was replaced with the silence of the cargo hold, the pit of fear returned to my stomach heavier than before. I rubbed my face with my hand, feeling flecks of dried blood peel off under my palm, and took in a slow breath.

“And Ari?” I set my gaze back on Derrik who looked ashamed. “I am sorry. I can’t stress that enough. I—I didn’t know… that’s not a good excuse. I get that. But we’ll do better from here on out. I’ll do better.”

With nothing left to say, I wandered to the medbay. Uldrel looked up at my approach, but I drifted to the cot where Reagan slept. Her small scrapes and bruises were cleaned and cared for. I collapsed on the stool by her bedside and laid my head against the cot. Uldrel called out to me, but his muffled words were lost on me.
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- THIRTY-FIVE -

The thick trees swayed, caught in a breeze I couldn’t feel on my skin. Blood red leaves fluttered around me. They turned to ash when they touched the ground. I held my hands out to catch one, but when the leaf touched my skin, it melted and left my palms red. I scrambled back, shaking my hands to be rid of the blood, and when I brought them back up, they were clean again.

Why was I still haunted by this place? Why couldn’t my brain leave Diomedes behind?

A scoff, mine but not, carried on that unfelt breeze and I glanced over my shoulder to see the fourteen-year-old version of myself. She was a mess, and compared to the last version of myself I saw among these trees, she was hardened. A sneer replaced her trembling lip and a heated glare replaced her watery brown eyes. Sadness shifted to bitterness. Her hands were splattered with blood— hers or another’s, I didn’t know, but I had a good guess.

She spat a wad of blood on the ground and her teeth were stained red. She snarled, “I’m not scared of you.”

I could place the memory now. Those were the words I hissed at Recluse when he first approached me. The poisonous man had caught me alone, and I thought he had come to kill me rather than offer me work. In my defense, he had started the conversation of employment by having his men beat me into the ground. Recluse always said if I had just stayed down, he never would’ve offered me work. Unfortunately, I was never smart enough to stay down.

The younger version of me lunged forward with her fists raised. Startled, I stepped back in surprise with my arms held out wide to catch her. She phased through, and I gasped at the sharp sting of the cold that enveloped me. My breath froze in my lungs as ice collected in my veins. It took a beat to shake off the frost that filled me inside and out. A familiar growl filled the air in the meantime.

I turned. The Infusion was there.

Its glowing gaze piercing and black ichor still overflowing from its powerful maw.

“When will this end?” I demanded.

“There is no end.” Fire filled its jaws, igniting the ichor, and I oddly found myself drawn to the warmth it exuded. I preferred it over the cold. “There is no beginning.” My eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Your very existence is a defiance to time— defiance to death.”

The conversation ended abruptly as the infusion lunged at me with a deafening roar. I didn’t flinch or stumble like before. I didn’t feel the sharp tear of teeth. Instead, fire enveloped me. I fell back amongst the ash of the leaves, and I wondered:

Could I die in a dream?
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- THIRTY-SIX -

My hair was long. Even before I started this journey across the system, it had bordered beyond my taste, but now it fell just past my shoulders. Staring into a mirror and seeing a head of white hair didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel like me. The only solution I could think of was taking the time to try and dye it back to its natural color but I hardly had the time. One thing I could control, the one aspect I had power over, was the length. I tugged at the ends of my damp hair.

“What’re you doing?” Reagan skipped out from the back, wrapped in a fluffy, orange robe covered in fish drawings. Nylah had bought it for her in Artwa before we left a few days ago.

“I’m gonna cut my hair.” I picked up the scissors resting on the edge of the sink. As I said the words, I cut a large chunk.

Reagan’s eyes were blown wide in surprise. She leaned against the sink beside me watching in awe as I continued to snip away. I always cut my hair and Kennex’s, so I had a bit of experience. It wasn’t anything special and sometimes I had to go very short to compensate for uneven cuts. The main goal was functionality. Short enough to stay out of my way, but long enough to cover Recluse’s mark on my neck.

When I was content with the length, I set the scissors down to shake my head and knock away any loose strands. When I glanced over, Reagan was still staring.

I grasped the scissors, flipped them over in my hand, and offered them to her. “You wanna cut your hair?” Reagan stared at the scissors like I had just offered her a vial of poison. She took a step back, and I shook my head. “You don’t have to. I’m only offering because you seem interested.”

“Am I,” Reagan paused. Overall, she had come out of her shell. She was bubbly and happy, a ray of walking, talking light, but there were rare moments where I watched her shrink in on herself. “Am I allowed?”

I blinked in surprise. “They wouldn’t let you cut your hair any shorter than that?”

Reagan shook her head and reached up to touch her dark hair. The wavy strands went down to below the middle of her back. I always wondered how she could stand having so much, but I never thought to ask if she even wanted it.

“It’s your body, your hair. As far as I’m concerned, you can do whatever you want to it.” I motioned the scissors toward her again. Reagan hesitantly took them as if she were anticipating me to snatch them away. I watched in amusement as the girl mimicked what I had done. She split her hair into two sides—one over each shoulder. Reagan held the scissors up to her hair but kept it low so only the tips would be cut. She shot me a glance and I nodded. Her hand traveled up. Two inches now. I nodded again. Reagan lifted her hand at shoulder level.

I chuckled. “It’s up to you, Reagan.”

Reagan’s eyes flashed with determination, and she rose one inch higher and snipped. Eight inches of dark hair fell to the ground to rest with the white pieces of mine. She turned to the mirror and gaped at her reflection. For a solid minute, Reagan stared at herself speechless. I worried I had allowed her to cut too much, too soon. Maybe she hadn’t been ready.

“Reagan?”

My concern was interrupted as Reagan cut again. She went into a frenzy as she grabbed strands to cut. She was no longer aiming to make the sides match. She was just cutting to cut. A halo of dark hair formed around her and as more hair fell her smile grew wider.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! What’re you doing?” Cyn cried.

We both jumped, startled, and glanced over to see the pilot hurrying over. They wore oddly colored board shorts in orange and purple with a form-fitting tank top. A towel hung around their neck. Irritation flared up in me as Reagan’s smile faltered. Cyn and I rarely butted heads and when we did it was typically over very simple and stupid things. However, as much as I liked them, I would happily go to war with them over this.

Cyn grasped Reagan’s hands, the ones holding the scissors, and they tilted them in a different direction. “You gotta cut at this angle, kiddo. Who in the hells taught you how to cut hair?”

“Ari did.” Reagan pointed to me.

Cyn glanced over and winced. “Yeah, I can tell.”

“Hey,” I complained.

Cyn brushed me aside and turned back to Reagan. “You keep trimming, pick the length you want, and then I’ll clean it up. Yeah?” Reagan nodded and went back to snipping. “I gotta cut my hair every two weeks to keep it this length. I also have a razor in my room if you’re interested in sporting my look.”

They had motioned to the shaved side of their head while speaking. Reagan finally finished and handed the scissors to Cyn. Her damp hair ended at the base of her neck now. A drastic difference.

Cyn worked efficiently as they evened out the jagged lines. Reagan’s locks began to dry and curl without the weight of thick, heavy hair dragging them down. When Cyn finished, they took a step back.

“Ta-da!”

Reagan squealed, bouncing in place, and she shook her head in every direction. This was probably the lightest her head had ever felt. She tackled Cyn in a hug before doing the same to me. Then, without a second to waste, she ran for the door. “I have to go show everyone! Orion!”

She was out the door and calling out names before Cyn and I could react. I chuckled and knelt to start sweeping all the hair into a pile with my hands. Cyn motioned me back up and I raised an eyebrow at them. They snipped the air with the scissors twice. “Not until we’re done.”

“We are done.”

“Not judging off the crooked lines at the back of your head,” Cyn replied. I touched the back of my head with a frown. Cyn spun me around to face the mirror and their metal fingers raked through my hair. “She seemed excited about getting a haircut.”

I nodded and Cyn tugged on my hair as a reminder to keep still. “I think it was her first haircut where she got to choose. She wasn’t allowed to cut it in the Court of Aether.” The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth. “Can you imagine that? Having acolytes regulate and dictate every aspect of your life?”

“A little,” Cyn hummed. It wasn’t the response I was expecting. “I had a stint in a rehab hospital run by acolytes. They were nice enough, but real preachy. They wouldn’t leave me alone. Couldn’t even breathe without one of them trying to dictate how I did it.”

“This was after your”—I motioned back towards their arms and they slapped away my hand to scold me for moving—“accident?”

Cyn nodded. “Yup. I was reworking some engines. Some metal wires snapped and—boom!”

“Losing your arms made the sound boom?”

“Wires sliced them off quicker than I could blink.”

I chuckled. It was the fifth or sixth story I had heard from them on how they lost their arms. A running gag. They lost their arms in a fishing accident where a creature of the deep leaped onto the ship and bit them off. They lost them while working on a ship that turned on while their arms were still inside the engine, and they burned to a crisp. They lost them in a bar fight gone wrong where a Kaili man with no legs pulled an energy blade and whacked them right off. Honestly, I was impressed with how many variations they came up with.

“How long were you stuck in rehab?” I asked.

“Only six months, but Aether, it was more than enough,” Cyn replied. “A friend brought me supplies to upgrade the basic prosthetics that were initially placed. I snuck away to live with them on Kharees for a while. That’s where I was able to improve my prosthetics. Upolent is a playground of technology and raw materials.” There wasn’t a soul who hadn’t heard of Upolent— it was the largest city not just on Kharees but in the entire system. “Of course, I’m constantly tinkering and making updates.” They set down the scissors with a grin. “And occasionally I have to rebuild them from scratch when I goof up in the engine room.”

I ran a hand through my hair. Cyn had evened out all the chunks I had butchered. They stood behind me with their arms crossed. I turned to face them rather than meeting their gaze through the mirror. “How old were you when all that happened?”

“I had just turned nineteen,” Cyn answered, and their voice sounded sincere. “Fresh out of being expelled from the Engineering Academy in Sector Four. Best thing to ever happen to me.”

“What was? Losing your arms or being expelled?”

“Both.” Cyn shrugged as if it were the simplest thing. “Until, I built the Nova and found these guys, at least.”

“You built the Nova? From scratch?” I asked surprised. Cyn shot me a skeptical look at what they probably perceived to be a dumb question. “I thought you were just the engineer and pilot Derrik hired. He’s the captain.”

Typically, the captain of the ship was also the owner.

Cyn waved nonchalantly. “Nah, Nova is all mine, I hired them when I was looking for a crew to fill it and travel.” They grinned and elbowed me lightly. “Derrik makes a better captain though, don’t you think?”

They spun on their heels and marched to the showers while whistling a tune. I shook my head and knelt to sweep up the hair we had left behind. Cyn was one of the biggest mysteries I had stumbled upon, but I didn’t plan on pressing. Everyone had a right to keep the skeletons in their closet hidden.
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After cleaning up the hair, I wandered up to the kitchen for food. Since being here, my appetite had improved which was ideal because it meant less yelling from Uldrel. I snatched up a bag of spiced chips from Ellis’ stash and moved to leave when Orion jumped up onto the dining table to sit.

“Ari—”

“Will you stop sitting on the table like that? We eat there, you know.” I nodded toward him. “Or at least sit in front of Ellis’ chair.”

“We’ve had this discussion before, Ari. I do not have a functioning gastrointestinal system and do not need to expel waste.”

“Still.” I shoved a handful of chips in my mouth. “It’s gross.” Orion rolled his eyes at me. “Did Reagan find you? She wanted to show you her hair.”

“Yes, she did, and it looks nice,” Orion replied. “Will you please stop and listen to me?” I motioned for the spark to continue. He cleared his throat. “The Fallen Stars sect has gotten in touch with me.” I froze with my hand buried in the bag of chips. “They are requesting a change of plans. Rather than bringing Reagan to Pykail, they are requesting we bring her to Flora. The bounty hunter Heisin was in touch with is on his way now.” That was a small colony world right outside Drucanna. Based on our trajectory we could get her there in days rather than weeks. “Did you hear me? Ari—”

“I wanna talk to them.”

“But I—”

“O, I want to talk to them.”

Orion looked like he planned to argue. I couldn’t understand his complaint to my request.

The spark sighed and gave a brief nod. I sat down and tapped the table top to bring up the blank feed. Orion’s eyes glowed blue as he channeled into the system and seconds later the screen blinked gray as it called out. Orion crawled onto my lap, sitting up to face the screen as well.

“Did the sect give you the name of the hunter? I mean, who is—” The screen flashed to color as a figure appeared and annoyance flared in my chest as I recognized the hunter staring back at me. “Oh, you gotta be fraking kidding me.”

The helmet staring back at me was a dark gray with black accents. Silver glass covered the entire center of it, the entire form sleek and oval. Simple. The hood of his navy cloak rested on his shoulders.

“Nomad,” I blurted, half in greeting and half in shock.

He was a bounty hunter I knew by reputation alone. Technically, I had seen him in person once. Recluse tried to hire him for a task I couldn’t recall and I watched in awe as the hunter denied Recluse with little to no fanfare—unfazed and unimpressed by the man who tortured me.

“Lucky Fox.” Nomad’s voice was deep and modulated from the helmet he wore. A disguise in every sense. It made me jealous. Nomad was known for two things: always catching his bounty and secrecy. Nobody could identify Nomad beyond the infamous helmet he wore, and I wished more than anything that I still had a semblance of anonymity. “Whoever told you the change in hair color was a decent way to hide from your newest bounty lied to you.”

Ignoring his dig, I snapped, “Why the hells am I on a video call with you? You’re a part of the XXVI sect.” Nomad adjusted the cloak he wore and where the XXVI sigil was once carved in his metal breastplate sat a new one— an empty circle of eight stars. “What hunter in their right mind would leave a sect as infamous as XXVI to join some no-name group?”

“Is this really why you called?”

I leaned back at the audacity of this man and scoffed, “No, it’s not. I wanna know why you and your group want Reagan.”

“You don’t need to know that.”

“The hells I don’t.”

“Last I checked, task runners don’t ask questions,” Nomad replied in the same dry tone he started this conversation with. He was as nonplussed with me as he had been Recluse. I locked my jaw in irritation. “I already passed along the mission specs to your spark. We meet in Flora.”

I shook my head. “I’m not taking Reagan anywhere, Pykail or Flora, without some answers and a guarantee.”

“A guarantee of what?”

“That she’ll be safe, you screwhead.”

“In this life, nothing is guaranteed,” Nomad replied.

I rolled my eyes, “Oh, Aether. Spare me the dramatics, please.”

Nomad grunted and his head turned to look off screen for a moment. Orion shifted in my lap and I glanced down at him to find an anxious look on his features. I settled my hand on top of his head, rubbing between his ears. Orion settled.

Nomad hummed. “We mean the girl no harm, Lucky Fox. We were paid for protection so that is what we offer.”

“Paid by Acolyte Heisin?”

“I do not disclose my client’s names.”

“Yeah, well, if your client wasn’t dead, I’d say you owe her a refund. Scrap job you’ve done so far.” I glared. Speaking to a faceless figure never bothered me, but I wished I could see Nomad’s face. If I could see his expressions, the look in his eyes, it’d be so much easier to guess his intentions.

“Your opinion on the status of my job means nothing to me.” Nomad said. I leaned back in my seat, stroking between Orion’s ears, and furrowed my brow. The hunter tilted his head. “We’ll meet in Flora.”

“I’ll think about it,” I replied. Orion whipped his head up to look at me in question, and if I were a betting woman I’d have guessed Nomad wore a similar look under that helmet of his. I shook my head, annoyed at having to explain myself further. “I don’t know anything about you beyond your reputation so pardon me if I don’t jump at blindly trusting you.”

“And I know your reputation,” Nomad countered. I clenched my jaw at his words which sounded more accusation than statement. At the same time, Derrik wandered down the stairs into the room and confusion covered his features. He pointed to the screen and I discreetly shook my head. Thankfully, Derrik stayed in place, out of sight, and kept quiet.

Nomad sighed and nodded, “Colloquy.” It was odd to hear the word in an already, mostly, peaceful setting. To request a colloquy meant the person was usually neck deep in a fight and was looking for a way out. “Dead man rules?”

A lawless society wasn’t as lawless as it seemed. A balance existed in Middle and Outer Orbit. Even among chaos, we had some semblance of order. Otherwise, we’d be as wild and crazed as the nether fueled raiders that called Wild Space home. Unspoken laws separated mayhem from true lawlessness between bounty hunters, mercenaries, and task runners.

“Fine.” I agreed.

“I give you my word that my current sect and I mean Reagan no harm. I was paid for protection, and that is my goal at the end of the day.”

This was the closest to trust that strangers like Nomad and I could get. His reputation painted him as a straight-shooting guy. I sighed, “I still need to think this all over.”

“I’m a few days out from Flora. You have until then.” Nomad shrugged. “And now you know how to get in touch with me, Lucky Fox.”

Without any further clarification or reassurance, Nomad ended the call. I sunk into my seat with an annoyed sigh. There were too many loose ends, too many unknowns, for me to sit comfortably with any of this. Derrik slowly drifted over and sat on the stool beside me.

“Was that the bounty hunter we’re supposed to deliver Reagan to?”

“Yeah. Nomad.”

“I’ve heard of him.”

“Most people have,” I mumbled. “I don’t get why he’s running with a new sect though. With the kind of pull and influence that XXVI has, I can’t imagine ever willingly leaving it behind.”

Derrik shrugged. “Maybe he was forced out?”

“Nah.” I scratched behind Orion’s ears out of habit. “I would’ve heard. When a hunter gets blacklisted by his sect it gets out quick, and if someone like Nomad got blacklisted then everyone would know.”

Orion nipped at my hand. “I want to check on Reagan again.”

I opened my arms and he leaped away. When I glanced over at Derrik, he was already staring at me. Interactions between us had been stilted since Artwa. He opened his mouth, paused, then closed it again. I raised an eyebrow questioningly, and he finally found his voice. “Do you trust him?”

“No, but I trust his reputation.” Derrik looked further confused. “When you’re well known in our crowds, you have power. A pull. People in the same field respect you, and that can go a long way. Out here, reputation is everything.” I traced the black scars staining the skin of my arm mindlessly. “As far as I know, Nomad still has his reputation to maintain. Mine is scrap now, thanks to Recluse.”

Derrik nodded. “I guess I can understand that.”

“You should. It’s the same with Ascendants, I’m sure,” I said. “Some Ascendants are more known than others, infamous, and they get perks from that, right? Back in your day, I’d be willing to bet you had all sorts of advantages.”

Derrik cleared his throat, and I caught guilt in his tone. “I did.”

“You know, I didn’t mean anything by that.” Derrik rubbed the back of his head, mussing the hair there, and I bobbed my head in his direction. “I just thought it’d be a decent example.”

“No, it was.” Derrik forced a smile. I wondered why the comment had triggered him. “Just reminded me of something.” Derrik was quick to change the subject. “So, we’re going to Flora then?”

My response was a halfhearted shrug.

Nomad was right about one thing—I had a few days to puzzle it out.
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- THIRTY-SEVEN -

Hand cannons were finicky weapons. They required consistent care. The plasma generator needed routine replacing and constant upkeep. If the metal workings weren’t cleaned regularly, then the plasma runoff would gunk up and clog every heat pore on the firearm leading to quicker overheating or even detonation. If a hand cannon was well cared for, it was a dangerous tool that could save a sharp shooter’s life. If treated sloppily, it could equally be their demise.

For those reasons, I understood why Ellis took his time cleaning out every little piece of all three of his weapons. What I didn’t understand was why he chose to clean them right next to me as I ate. I was a second away from shoving a plasma generator down his throat.

I slammed my fork onto the table and glared at Ellis who smirked in response. “Right here.” I motioned to the mess all over the table. “You really had to clean your weapons right here?”

“I need the space,” Ellis responded and motioned to the organization system in front of him. “I’m not bothering you.”

“The plasma smells, you screwhead,” I said. The gunk cleaned out of a hand cannon smelled like burning rubber and the toner used to clear it left an acidic tang in the air. Mixed, it was a perfect recipe to ruin an appetite.

Ellis shrugged while working a cloth through a cylinder. “Nobody told you to eat here, kit.”

“I was here first,” I scoffed. “You sat down and interrupted me.”

“Yeah, well, I lived on this ship first.”

I reached for the holster on my thigh and drew the dagger that now called it home. After the Artwa incident, I realized I needed a dagger on hand. The others offered me spares, but none worked for me. They were either too light or heavy for me to throw like my old one. As it turned out, the dagger that fit my needs best was the eerie one from Diomedes. I asked Reagan if it bothered her to see it, but she claimed seeing it in my possession made her feel safer than not knowing where it was at all.

“What?” Ellis lifted his arms. “You gonna stab me?”

His tone was disgustingly smug. I offered him a smirk of my own and twirled the dagger in my hand. Kennex’s weapon of choice had always been a hand cannon, and it was why I knew so much about them. Thanks to him, I knew the most time-consuming and annoying part of putting a hand cannon back together was the washout period. A new plasma generator had to sit in a special coolant to activate to its full potential. Ellis had all three of his new generators soaking in the bag designed to contain it all.

I swung out, so the tip sliced through the side of the bag. Ellis jumped up with a cry as the coolant poured out of the bag and off the table. The Ascendant struggled to hold pressure on it so none of the generators were exposed to air. “Are you insane!?”

“No. Just irritated,” I replied in the same frustratingly nonchalant tone he used with me. Ellis cradled the last of the liquid in his bag in a poor attempt to keep all the generators submerged. When he was content that his items were safe, he glared at me.

I snickered at his concentration and asked innocently, “What?”

He jutted his chin in my direction. “Are we gonna have hate sex eventually?”

Heat crawled up the back of my neck at the casual mention of intimacy. I choked on a breath of air, then pointed at him with the blade, eyebrows furrowed. “Absolutely not. I’m closer to stabbing you than I am screwing you.”

“Yeah.” Ellis shrugged. “But you know what they say, there’s a thin line between sex and hate.”

“No. That is not what they say.”

“I’m just trying to figure out if all this back and forth between us is ever going to be rewarding in some way.” The look he gave me suggested I was the crazy one of the two of us for not thinking this way.

“Holt,” I leaned my arms on the table, “I want you to listen to me very clearly when I say this.” I shook my head slowly. “I will never, ever have any kind of sex with you. Ever.”

Derrik chose that time to come in from the flight deck. He tilted his head, eyes wide, “Uh, am I interrupting something? I can come back.”

“No, please interrupt.” I picked up my plate of food to take to the kitchen. “Unless you want to find a new first mate.”

“Are you dense? You can’t get rid of me, kit.” Ellis laughed infuriatingly.

Derrik followed me into the small kitchen rather than stay with his friend. He leaned against the counter as I began to clean up some of the dishes that were collected there. He crossed his arms with a boyish grin. “I see you and Ellis are bonding again.”

“How can you stand him?”

“He grows on you.”

“Sure, like carbon buildup around the rockets of a ship,” I said. Derrik laughed under his breath and I added, “He’s just as hard to get rid of, too.”

“Accurate comparison.”

“I can hear both of you.” Ellis called out.

“That’s interesting because I thought we agreed you wouldn’t clean your weapons on the dining room table anymore. Remember?” Derrik glanced over his shoulder with a raised eyebrow.

Ellis scoffed, “I thought we agreed that was more of a suggestion than a rule.”

“After what happened last time? No.”

“What happened last time?” I asked.

Derrik pushed off the counter to cross the small space and grasped a haphazardly hanging painting on the wall. He slid it to the side to reveal a burnt hole the size of my head in the wall of the ship. I always wondered who’d chosen the unusual wall decor. I shook the water off my hands and peered into the dining area at the other odd paintings and posters hanging on the walls.

“Are the other—”

“Only two others are covering holes,” Ellis interrupted, then shot Derrik a glare. “And not a single one was my fault. That was all Cyn!”

As if on cue, Cyn meandered out of the back engine room rubbing black smears off their arm onto a once white rag. “What’s all me?” they asked. Cyn glanced from the objects on the table to Derrik who was still holding the painting, and they made the leap in logic. Their gray eyes widened, and they hurled the filthy rag at Ellis’ head. “Hells no! Don’t you go pinning this on me, Ellie!”

“If you hadn’t interrupted—”

“I was pointing out you had the wrong sized gauge—”

“—then I wouldn’t have forgotten to reset the trigger sensor—”

“—explosion was entirely because of your inability to listen—”

Once Ellis and Cyn got started in an argument, little could stop them. Derrik motioned his head toward the stairs with a lopsided grin. I followed him up to the flight deck, and the second we stepped through the doors, the noise dropped several decibels. With Ellis and Cyn hollering at one another it was only a matter of time before Uldrel stumbled upon the scene and got dragged into the argument. Nylah seemed to be the only one who could simmer them out.

“I guess this means I don’t have to worry about walking in on you and Ellis anytime soon?”

I scoffed, “I’d sooner step out of an airlock without my helmet.”

“That’s funny. He usually fairs well with beautiful women.”

Derrik said the words so casually. As if referring to me as beautiful was less compliment and more stated fact. I had no qualms with my appearance. I was plenty happy with the way I looked and loved my body for what it allowed me to be capable of. People typically found different words to describe me though. Annoying. Feral. Obnoxious. A pain in the ass. So, the choice of his words, along with the soft look he cast in my direction, had my cheeks warming. The smile that came to my features couldn’t be helped, but I tried to shake it away.

I cleared my throat. “I find it difficult to believe that anyone could stand to be around Ellis enough to get involved with him.”

“Ellis loves himself enough for two in any relationship he’s been in,” Derrick chuckled.

I leaned against the edge of the console, ensuring I wasn’t sitting on any buttons or screens, and crossed my arms. “How long have the two of you known each other?”

“Ellis went through the Ascension twenty-one years after me.” Derrik nodded, “I was the captain of my fireteam, and I got a request for a transfer. He wanted to leave the team he had started with. I accepted, and it’s history from there. We’ve been inseparable since.” He reached out to tap a benign notification that had flashed across one of the screens. When it vanished, his attention returned to me. Derrik mimicked my action and leaned against the console. He sat close enough that our arms would brush against one another if I leaned even an inch to my left. “I know he’s very talented at getting under the skin of the people around him.”

“Understatement.”

Derrik chuckled. “But he’s a good man. No one is more loyal in the entire system.”

I could think of one.

This entire crew had become a family, but Derrik and Ellis were partners. They knew every detail about one another. I saw it in their sparring sessions. Derrik always knew the next step Ellis would take and vice versa. It was like Kennex and I. No discussion was ever needed about what to do next or what decision to make. We just knew.

“For example,” Derrik’s voice pulled my attention back to him, “Ellis didn’t lose his Ascendant status like I did.” My eyes widened. “I was banished and Ellis chose to leave. To follow me.” Derrik smiled. “There isn’t anything Ellis wouldn’t do for his friends.”

This was news to me. Though the Ascendant lifestyle didn’t appeal to me personally, I couldn’t imagine someone going through all that training to leave it all behind. The price paid to join their ranks was steep, and their lifestyle was lavish. It was one thing to get sent away but to willingly walk away from a life of ease to pick up one of strife in Outer Orbit was unheard of.

“No offense to you, but why would Ellis give up a life of luxury to slum it in Outer Orbit?”

“I’d like to think my charm, mostly.”

“Seriously.”

Derrik paused for a moment before jutting his chin toward me. “Did you know Ellis is a Blood Ascendant?”

I knew of and hated their existence, but I had no idea Ellis Holt was one. If Ascendants had a child, the child did not inherit any of the skills and power the Ascendants were gifted. However, they had a fast track through training. A reserved spot at the camp. They were guaranteed to at least be considered for Ascension. The distaste on my face must have been obvious.

“Yeah. I was never a fan of Blood Ascendants. The thought that my peers were having children just to build an empire felt gross to me, and it created this sense of pretension among them. Ellis was the first I met that I got along with.”

“So, not only did he give up a life of luxury, but he also gave up his entire family?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Are you sure he’s not in love with you?”

Derrik laughed. “Pretty positive.” The beeping sound of another notification sounded off. He glanced over his shoulder and reached back to hit a few buttons and flip some switches. When he spoke, he wasn’t looking at me. “Besides, Ellis hates his family so I don’t know if that was such a sacrifice. It was probably a bonus.”

“I don’t remember hearing about a Holt dynasty.”

“You wouldn’t. Holt is a name he chose after.” I tilted my head curiously. He hesitated, glancing at the closed doors, then focused on me. “The Rames dynasty?”

I would’ve been less surprised if Derrik told me Ellis was actually a Stellotrian painted to be an annoying Yarian. Only a handful of dynasties were notable, and the Rames family were without a doubt the largest and most infamous. Anyone who had a run in with a Rames never ran into just one—they traveled in packs.

“I… would not have guessed that.”

“Most people don’t.”

“Where’d he get the last name Holt?”

Derrik shook his head. “I think I’ve already said too much about a history that isn’t mine.”

“Then why don’t you tell me your history?” I countered. Of all the people on this ship, I now officially knew the least about Derrik Russell. With everyone else, I’d pick up a detail or fact here or there in casual conversation. But, Derrik? It was almost as if everyone was purposely avoiding letting any information about him slip out.

Derrik shot me a smile. “Then we’d lose all the mystery in our relationship, Ari.” I rolled my eyes and didn’t bother to hide it from the man who laughed in response. “One day.” The sincerity in his voice made me pause. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, and it’s not that I don’t want to share. I just… I have a hard time talking about my past.”

I could understand that. Hells, it was the same mentality I lived with. Talking came with a vulnerability that left me feeling bare. As if someone had stripped me of my armor and clothes then put me on display. It felt too much like when Recluse would force my top off me so he could carve another line in my skin. Exposed.

“Fine. Then you owe me a favor, I think.”

Derrik chuckled, and nodded. “Anything.”

“We have to pass Caegra to reach Drucanna.” I named the vacation world which sat on the edge between Middle and Outer Orbit. It was the furthest in the system that most Inner Orbit citizens would travel. It was the last fully modern, Illyarium civilization. Everything beyond it started to fall into a state of disrepair. Caegra was an entire dwarf planet dedicated to the pleasure of its visitors regardless of their age. At one point, it had a native population, but it was so purely Illyarium settled that any trace of a different culture had been wiped away. “I want to stop there.”

He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You want to take a break from our journey to stop for a vacation?”

A week ago, adding a stop into my already-too-long journey to Kennex would have made me crawl out of my skin. “It’s hardly a stop. We lose half a day of travel, at the most.” I argued. “And… I think it’ll do Reagan some good.”

I found it hard to admit that I wanted to take the girl to sightsee. Reagan deserved a happy memory from this journey. Derrik seemed to understand without any further explanation.

“I’ll readjust our course. Should be there and docking by tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks, Derrik.”

I was a foot out the door when he called out. Derrik had turned around to alter the route the Nova would take, but he tossed his next words over his shoulder casually. “I’m glad you’re not interested in Ellis.” Amusement tinged his voice. Enough so that I would classify his words as just innocent teasing, but when he glanced over his shoulder at me the admiration in his eyes brought a blush to my cheeks again. “I’m hoping that bodes well for me.”

Unable to find the words to reply, I offered him a thumbs up. Derrik grinned in response as I stumbled out of the room and down the stairs.

Stupid Ascendants.
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- THIRTY-EIGHT -

The outfit Reagan picked out was tame. Only two colors instead of her usual dozen. A plain black shirt, loose on her frame because she had stolen it from my pile of clothes, tucked into her light rolled-up shorts. When I asked her about it, she grinned, and pulled on the white jacket I had bought her on Rysian. Cyn had already gotten their hands on it. I had asked the engineer to work in internal plating, which they had done, but they also decorated the white with floral designs in the colors of the nebula. I chuckled and helped her pull her now short, curly hair into two small buns.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“You think asking me again is going to convince me to reveal my secrets?” I knelt in front of her.

The holomask in my hand was still loading. The ones Derrik bought before we left Artwa were more expensive than I was used to seeing. Holomasks had never been high up on the list of essentials worth spending money on. Wearing our helmets had always been more than enough and being recognized in that sense did good things for our reputation around the system.

Reagan’s voice fell into a whisper, “But we’re leaving the ship?”

Nervous energy radiated from her amber eyes.

I offered her a reassuring smile. “We are, but I’ll be right there beside you, and we’re being extra careful. See this?” I held up the masks and she nodded. “We’re gonna wear these on our faces and it’s going to make us look like someone else. No one will know who we are, but us.”

Technically, Reagan didn’t need one since her face wasn’t plastered on bounty boards like mine, but as this world was heavy with an Illyarium presence, I wasn’t taking the risk. “Look.”

I set hers down so I could place mine on. It took only a second to stick it to the edges of my face and when activated a slight shock washed over my skin, more startling than painful. I blinked a few times and worked my jaw. “See?”

“Whoa,” Reagan breathed and reached out to touch my face. I smiled reassuringly, but she squirmed anxiously.

I set a hand on her shoulder and gave it a light squeeze, “Hey, do you trust me?”

Reagan’s lips twitched up in the corners and she nodded. I carefully placed the holomask over her features, pressing down on her cheekbones, the bridge of her nose, and her jawline so it stayed. Underfoot, the Nova rumbled and shook as it entered Caegra’s atmosphere. I warned Reagan she may feel a bit of a shock, but she still startled when I activated the mask. Reagan’s skin tone remained the same, but her features took a different shape and her eyes went from glowing amber to a dark shade of green. With her short hair added to the mix, she looked like a new child entirely.

“How do I look?” Reagan asked.

“Like a stranger,” I said. “The others are gonna come down here and not even know who we are.”

This made her giggle in response and the sound made my tense shoulders relax. Uldrel stepped out of the supply room, most likely coming from his medbay, and greeted us with a gruff nod. He wore his usual travel outfit of an Illyarium styled, collar shirt with simple dress pants and the dark purple Otradu trench coat. His air mask hung around his neck, and I knew he was hiding his axes somewhere on his person. Reagan skipped over to him to show off her new face and he knelt to examine my application.

“I’ve applied a holomask before, Uldrel.”

“I’m just double-checking.” When satisfied with Reagan’s mask, he wandered closer to examine mine until I swatted his prying hands away.

The Nova shuddered again and I took this as the sign that Cyn had docked us. A mass of fur hit me from the back, claws latching to my jacket, and made me stumble forward. It took only a second to realize Orion had launched himself from the above railing. I reached back to scoop the spark off my back.

“Seriously?”

“I am going with you and Reagan,” Orion responded as if I weren’t dangling him in front of me like an infant. “Even if you try to leave me behind, I will follow.”

I snorted. “You’re such a drama queen, O. I’m not gonna leave you behind.” I dropped him and he landed on all fours. “However, you will be stuck in Reagan’s bookbag. I don’t think where we’re going is gonna let you just waltz in beside us.”

Orion sighed. “An unfortunate fate, but a fair one nonetheless.”

“Again. Drama queen.”

Cyn was the first to enter the cargo hold, a feat since they had been piloting, and their boots landed on the metal railing from the hatch they climbed down from. They clapped their hands and bellowed. “Welcome to Caegra!”

Reagan’s eyes lit up. “We’re on Caegra!?”

“Thank you, Cyn.” I shook my head.

Cyn slapped a hand over their mouth in response, and Nylah, who had climbed down after them, chuckled and patted them on the back. She wore a dress rather than her usual clothes. It was made up of folded dark green canvas with tan accents. It cinched at her waist with a belt.

Reagan pulled my attention away as she rushed over and tugged on my arm. Her words tumbled out in a mad rush, and I laughed. “Calm down. One question at a time.”

“Are we really on Caegra?” Reagan chose her first question.

“Well, if I remember correctly you wanted to see the Crystal Gardens of Maera,” I winked, “and I hear this place has a zoo.”

The sound she made was proof this had been a good idea, or at least the right one. Cyn bounded down into the cargo hold, pulling on a leather jacket over their loose tank top, and started the ramp’s opening sequence. As they did so, Ellis stepped out of his room and Derrik climbed down the hatch.

“It’s about time we made our way back to Caegra,” Ellis said as they both came down the stairs. The man wore a navy jacket with his hand cannons tucked under his arms in his hidden shoulder holster. “I’ve been begging to come back for months now.”

“Aw, are you a fan of the Crystal Gardens, Ellis?” I teased.

“No, I’m a fan of the Hall of Mirrors, kit.” He smirked then pointed over to Cyn. “We’re raking in the credits today, aren’t we Cyn?”

As the ramp opened, the hold was filled with warmth, light, and the sounds of a bustling dock. Cyn, who leaned against the wall holding the ramp’s controls, shook their head. “Nah, man. You’re on your own.” Ellis let out a strangled scoff. “Nylah wants to see the Gardens.”

“You’re stealing my gambling partner?” Ellis cried.

Nylah chuckled. “I told Cyn they could go with you. I just wasn’t in the mood for the Hall of Mirrors today. It’s always so rowdy.”

“That’s why it’s fun!”

“It’s probably for the best.” Derrik shook his head. He stood beside me in a maroon hoodie under his black canvas jacket. His sword was tucked into his inner jacket pocket—I could see the hilt. He glanced at me with a smile, but it briefly faltered. I raised an eyebrow in question, but the look was gone as quickly as it came. He tapped his earpiece to activate his helmet. “You and Cyn only find trouble when you run off together unsupervised.”

Uldrel snorted. “My thoughts exactly. The last time you two ventured off you ended up arrested.”

“Okay, everyone needs to let that go,” Ellis said.

“Yeah,” Cyn chimed in, “We had no idea the Hall of Mirror’s manager was so attached to that chicken.”

“There was no need to steal the chicken in the first place,” Uldrel barked.

“Debatable.” Ellis pointed to the Stellotrian.

Derrik shook his head and waved his arms as if to separate a physical fight. “No, no. Not debatable. We’re not having the chicken argument again for Aether’s sake, we’ll go in circles and be stuck here all afternoon.”

I glanced over at Reagan, chuckling under my breath, to see her helping Orion climb into her book bag. She slipped the bag onto her shoulders and asked Orion if he was comfortable. Her eyes snapped to mine and a wide smile graced her unfamiliar features. I held out a hand for her to take. “You ready to go?”

Reagan slipped her smaller hand into mine, and I let her drag me out of the ship.
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Caegra was a busy world crowded with vacationers from all around the system. The entire world was designed to entertain. From the thick forests and cave systems to the bodies of water. All of it had been invaded by Yarians looking to make some quick credits, and it was one giant tourist trap. Nothing was more popular than Maera. It was the main port city on the planet and home to the crystal gardens and the zoo.

Due to its significant funding and support from Illyarium itself, the world was well-maintained and supplied. I had forgotten how nice a world can look with the proper backing. With the well-funded activity came the need for security. Enforcers circled the area alongside the hired help from the attractions. The awe drawn on Reagan’s altered features made the risk well worth it.

The Crystal Gardens of Maera connected to the zoo. It was also where we started. I wasn’t quite sure what to expect, but the entire space was filled with a variety of crystals carved into plant life. At certain parts, the structures were so tall and thick that we couldn’t see the sky. The arches we walked through drowned us in shimmering colors as the light danced through it. Nylah was the one to point out that most of the gemstones and crystals came from her home world. It was the trade good Pykail was renowned for, and she could name every single stone with ease. It took an hour to make our way through the entirety of the garden, and Reagan was still vibrating with excitement.

Nylah and Cyn lingered in the gardens longer, but there was no holding Reagan back from the rest of the attraction. The Zoo of Maera had animals I didn’t even know existed. Each portion of the system— Inner, Middle, and Outer— had a section of the zoo dedicated to it, and within each section, the capital worlds and a few minor worlds were represented.

“Look, look!” Reagan tugged me to the next display. We were currently in the Inner Orbit section and she had locked her eyes on a habitat filled with foxes. Reagan had no issue with cutting through the crowd leaving me to mumble halfhearted apologies to people we slid in front of. She latched her hands onto the railing and pushed up on her tiptoes as if it were going to improve her sight. “They’re so cute!”

The foxes, whose natural habitat were the forests of Illyarium, explored the enclosure happily. A mother, deep orange with accents of white and red, rested on the ground. Her nine tails swung in the air lazily, as her kits rough-housed in front of her. Reagan leaned toward me with a hushed whisper. “It’s like your name.”

I chuckled. “Yes, good catch.”

“How come you picked this animal?” Reagan asked.

“I didn’t.” It had been ages since I thought about the origin of my moniker. “Kennex picked it out for me.” Recluse wanted to label me with a different name. A type of poisonous spider I couldn’t even recall to match him, but Kennex designed the glowing mark programmed into my helmet and the fox moniker stuck. I smiled at the memory. “He always said I was as clever as a fox.”

Reagan leaned on the railing. “Does Kennex have an animal name?”

“He goes by Venom and has a snake on his helmet.”

“Come on.” She grabbed my hand again. “Do you think they have snakes here? Let’s go see!”

We steered toward the main path, and I inspected the crowd. I had to keep reminding myself to stay on the lookout for trouble. Luckily, I wasn’t the only one on guard. Derrik waited on the main path for us and I could tell he was scanning people through his helmet’s display. Uldrel had been by him doing the same, but I couldn’t spot the Stellotrian as we neared.

“Derrik! We saw the foxes,” Reagan chirped. Any habitat he didn’t follow us to the little girl spent time explaining the creature to him in great detail. When she finished with the foxes, she added, “Now, we need to find snakes. Do you know if they have snakes?”

“I think they’re in the glass house at the end.”

“Where’s Uldrel?” I asked as Reagan tried to tug me forward.

Derrik motioned over his shoulder to what resembled a greenhouse in the distance. It looked like the kind of setup a ship would have to grow vegetation, but through the foggy window panels were blurry figures. “It’s the Otradu display. They don’t have any animals from the world, but they have some plants.”

“Hey, Reagan,” I said and she paused her tugging. “I’m gonna go check on Uldrel. Can you hang out with Derrik for a minute?”

“Sure. I won’t go look at the snakes until you’re back.” Reagan let go of my hand to hold it out to Derrik.

I chuckled as the Ascendant took her hand in his. “Thanks.” My eyes snapped to Derrik. “Are you—”

“I got it handled,” Derrik chuckled and nodded his head toward the greenhouse. “Go ahead. I want to show Reagan my favorite animal.”

At his words, her excitement was reignited, and Reagan listened intently to Derrik as he walked her to a different habitat. I made my way to the greenhouse. The lounge in front of it had workers who offered me a mask to use as the entire greenhouse was set to Otradu’s atmosphere. Even if I wanted to use my helmet instead, most designs didn’t have the programming to clear Otradu air. So little visited the planet that it was never a default setting. I took a mask and sealed it over my face. It was the cheap kind connected to an oxygen tank rather than having a built-in air scrubber. I wore the tank like a bookbag.

Stepping into the greenhouse felt like stepping into another world. It was overflowing with trees, flowers, and shrubbery— all alien to me. The plant life of Otradu held a tint of purple rather than green like Illyarium. Small orange spores drifted through the air, but I couldn’t tell what plant they originated from. I passed guests who marveled at the plant life to look for the man who blended right in.

Uldrel was near the center of the greenhouse sitting on a bench. As I got closer, I realized strangers were whispering and staring at him. It didn’t surprise me. So far today, he was one of maybe three Stellotrians I had seen. Uldrel didn’t wear a mask, didn’t need one, and he had even removed the one around his neck to shove into his pocket.

“Hey, stranger,” I greeted.

“Ari,” Uldrel responded without looking my way. He shifted on the stone bench to leave me a spot to sit beside him. His gaze focused on a patch of flowers in front of us. From where we sat, I couldn’t read the sign in front of it, but the flowers had bold, drooping yellow petals with long stalks rising from the dirt. The petals reminded me of rays of light spilling from a cup. “Where is Reagan?”

“With Derrik. He’s showing her his favorite animal.”

“And you aren’t with them, why?”

“I wanted to come hang out with you. Is that such a crime?” I grinned, and the dry look he shot at me only made me chuckle. “What’s on your mind?”

A long pause after my question made me realize whatever was on his mind was heavier than I had originally assumed. Uldrel finally spoke. “Did your caretaker ever explain to you how the Otradu skies work? Do you understand their significance?”

“Uh,” I dragged the word out in thought, “You mean, like, the constellation stuff?” Uldrel nodded. “Vhabreen told me when a Stellotrian is born the constellation at the peak of the sky is marked on the baby’s skin, and it’s supposed to give them some kind of magikal blessing from the god—empyrean,” I corrected myself, “that the constellation represents.”

“Those are the basics, yes.” Uldrel nodded. “The birthing house is designed as a viewpoint. The mothers give birth under the skylight and the child’s first sight are the stars above— they will see the empyrean they are born under before their parents even.” He lifted a hand to let a spore land there for a second. When he dropped his hand, it floated away. Uldrel cleared his throat. “We call it a fortunate sky. Some empyreans are more favored than others. To be born under an unfavorable sky meant the empyreans at that time were ones nobody wanted on their skin. All tribes of Otradu have strict procreation schedules to guarantee that offspring are born under a fortunate sky rather than an unfortunate one. A sky filled with powerful and well-respected empyreans.”

“I’m sorry, a strict what?” I asked in surprise.

“Procreation. It is the act of—”

“I know what it’s an act of,” I gasped. “I meant, I didn’t expect the word ‘scheduled’ to go in front of it.”

Uldrel shrugged. “It’s necessary. The kind of fate that befalls a child born under an inappropriate setting is… It’s a nightmare.” I said his name, softly, but he pressed forward without further questioning. “I had a wife. Her name was Soran. She was from Oojar as well.”

The tense of the phrase and the pain in his voice made my chest ache. “Uldrel, you don’t have to—”

“The schedule is designed to account for those who go into labor too soon or too late. It’s made so even in those scenarios the child can still be born under a sky filled with stars.” Uldrel continued. “When Soran was born, she came too early. Much too early. Not just by days, but by weeks. She wasn’t born under a fortunate sky, not even an unfavorable one. She was born under a bad sky. It was a dark night with not a single constellation in sight. It happens once every half-trip around Sol.

“By all accounts, our paths should have never crossed.” Uldrel laced his fingers together and let his forearms rest atop his knees as he leaned forward in his seat. “But the Oracles of my tribe needed to travel to Oojar to speak to the Oracles there, and as Primary Guard it was my duty along with the Secondary and Tertiary to travel with them. That’s when I met her.” A soft smile graced his features. “She was beautiful, and so strong. As a Stellotrian with no stars on her skin she was an outcast, but a world of negativity and pain only made her kind. Falling in love with her was the most natural thing in the universe. Effortless.”

“What happened?” I whispered.

“We underwent the bonding ceremony. Nobody approved. I had technically been fated per our Oracles to bond with the Elder’s daughter, but… I loved Soran, and I was more than happy to sacrifice any title in my life to have her.” As he recounted his memories, a softness I had yet to see on the Stellotrian filled his features. “For a time, everything was perfect. Enough so that we planned for a family. However, word got around about our desires. There was fear that any child Soran had would be cursed to be born under a bad sky as she was. The Oracles of Oojar sent guards to intimidate us from the notion.” Uldrel wrung his hands together and hung his head. “I was supposed to be home. If I had been there when they came…” The guilt in his voice was undeniable. “It was later that the Oracles told me the guards were only supposed to intimidate us, but when I returned I found her… she was… Soran was gone.”

Uldrel left it at that. He didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t need to. I understood the pain of looking into the eyes of someone you loved only to find them gone. That kind of memory was haunting, and it didn’t fade with time.

“I demanded justice but was given halfhearted sentiments in return. So, I took matters into my own hands.” Uldrel clenched and unclenched his fists. “Did I tell you the meaning of than shin see ah?”

I nodded. “Yeah, you said it meant ‘I am an island.’ You were banished?”

“I was.” Uldrel lifted his head. “I killed the guards who took Soran from me, and I didn’t stop there. I razed the land of Oojar. Made it uninhabitable. It took me half a cycle around Sol to accomplish what I wanted and I mowed down any Stellotrian who tried to stop me. My actions got me banished from my tribe—from my world. There isn’t a soul on Otradu who isn’t aware of my sins.”

“I’m… so sorry, Uldrel.” I said, and the words were insufficient to his pain. They weren’t nearly enough to cover the kind of emotion he felt, the kind of secondhand pain I felt just sitting beside him, and I hated that it was all my brain could think to offer. “I can’t even begin to imagine.”

Uldrel jutted his chin out to the patch of flowers. “These were her favorites, Chejim Blossoms.”

“They’re beautiful.”

“They’re the only plants that bloom under a bad sky,” Uldrel said. “Every other plant needs the stars to grow. That’s why this greenhouse is only half complete. None of these plants will bloom to their final cycle without the right constellations over them.” I glanced around in surprise. Everything looked so incredible. I hadn’t realized the greenhouse was filled with plants that would never reach their full potential. Uldrel wore a sad smile as he spoke. “But not these. Chejim Blossoms don’t need an empyrean’s blessing to thrive.”

We sat in silence and admired the sight of the flowers. I couldn’t relate to Uldrel’s pain. It wasn’t that I didn’t know loss, but I had never been in love as he was. I wasn’t sure I’d even recognize the emotion. Certainly, I’d never known the touch of a lover. Still, I could empathize.

The most painful moment of my life was the light leaving Kennex’s eyes. Watching him fade from existence brought forth the kind of pain that made me want to burn a world to a crisp.

“After you left Otradu, is that when you met Nylah?” I asked. I hoped that pushing the conversation in that direction I could steer him out of the mental minefield I was sure he was stuck in.

Uldrel nodded. “Yes. She saved me. The guards of my tribe followed me across the system and finally caught up to me. Seeking their own revenge. I was quite alright letting them end my journey there, but Nylah stumbled upon us. She had been traveling with a Professor from Illyarium. Nylah fought them off single-handedly. People underestimate her abilities.” Nylah was peaceful by choice not by lack of power. “I went back with them.”

I was shocked to hear he stayed on Illyarium. Though, if rumors were true, Sector Seven with the University was by far the most open-minded. “Is that where you learned medicine? The university?”

“In a way. Stellotrians cannot attend university, but the professor had a friend willing to teach me.” Uldrel shrugged. “By then, I had shed enough blood. I wanted to learn a new skill set. One to offset the lives I had taken.”

“I get that,” I mumbled. It was a familiar sentiment. It made me wonder if that was why I had befriended Uldrel so easily. We were like souls. Two mortals with cursed hands, seeking to wash away stained blood through good deeds.

Uldrel rose from his seat and beckoned me to mimic his actions. I stood with a raised eyebrow. “Let’s make our way back to the others. I’m sure Reagan is missing you.”

“She’s got Derrik,” I argued but still followed him.

“Which is more than fine, but…” Uldrel shook his head, “Derrik is not you.”

One last time, I glanced at the flowers born under the bad sky.
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- THIRTY-NINE -

Uldrel and I ran into Nylah and Cyn before we found our way back to Derrik and Reagan. The last section of the zoo to see, before it could be said that Reagan had officially done it all, was the Drucanna habitats. Entering the area, decorated with artificial snow, and ice to match the real elements in the enclosures where the creatures resided, I felt my gut flip in worry. The crowds around us didn’t seem dangerous, and no Enforcer paid us more attention than I’d like. The nerves came from the animals themselves.

Hunters from all over the system went to Drucanna specifically to hunt the monsters that called it home, and it was one of the most dangerous things a person could do. Having Reagan so close to any creature as deadly as the ones kept here made me anxious, but multiple signs and employees reassured me that the enclosures were built to keep the creatures within.

Reagan grabbed my hand once more and dragged me in the direction she wanted to travel in. The others were a few steps behind us. Nylah and Derrik talked about a suspicious message they received from Ellis and tried to decide if someone needed to go check on the Ascendant to ensure he wasn’t causing too much trouble. Uldrel and Cyn argued about a creature we’d already passed and whether or not Uldrel’s bedside manner was less feral than it.

“Isn’t the snow so pretty?” Reagan asked and I hummed in agreeance. “It snowed during the winter at the Court, but the acolytes were afraid I’d get sick so I wasn’t allowed outside.” She skipped once and Orion yelped. “I wanna live somewhere like this.”

“Somewhere like Drucanna?” I chuckled. “I think you can find a different world just as pretty but with fewer things that want to eat you.”

I motioned to an enclosure where a behemoth of a creature stumbled about. It had six legs all covered in thick, blue fur, and its oversized fangs were so large that they couldn’t fit in the animal’s mouth. Large spiral horns protruded from its skull, and even from here I could see its glowering, eight red eyes around its head to give him a 360-degree view. A foaming liquid drooled from its maw. Reagan laughed and pointed to it. “I think it’s kind of cute!”

“You think everything is cute.”

“I know I do not say this often, but I agree with Ari on this matter,” Orion chimed out from the bookbag. He peeked just the top of his head up.

Reagan was nonplussed by our remarks. Her eyes brightened when she spotted something, and she pulled me to a small stand selling souvenirs and knick-knacks. The employee greeted us before continuing to help the guests in front of him. Reagan looked over all the items before pointing at a tower of bracelets.

“Look at those!”

“They’re so cute, aren’t they?” I teased. She giggled and nodded. “Which one do you like? We can buy it as a souvenir to remember the trip.”

Reagan shook her head. “Oh, I’ll never forget this trip.”

“So, are you telling me you don’t need the bracelet?”

“Well”—she twisted her torso back and forth, hands on her bag straps, and I could hear Orion screech at the sudden swaying motion—“I think it’d still be cool to have one.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

When the employee drifted over, Reagan pointed out a red and blue braided bracelet decorated in a pattern of diamonds with small, gold metal threads twisted in intervals. She asked the man for two and I raised an eyebrow at her as the man tried to untangle the bracelets from all the others.

“One’s for you, Ari. We can match,” Reagan said.

She spoke in such earnest excitement that I could only chuckle as I handed over enough credits to purchase the two bracelets. We scooted out of the way so the man could help the next in line. The others trailed behind, still caught in their own conversations.

“Here.” I took the bracelets from her. “Which hand?”

Reagan held out her left arm. I tied the bracelet around her wrist tight enough to keep it from falling off, but loose enough to sit comfortably on her skin. She beamed and bounced in place as I tied the bracelet around my right wrist using my other hand and teeth. When I finished, she held her arm out again and I mimicked her.

“Do you think they have a smaller version?” I joked. “We can get one for Orion too.”

“I’m quite alright, thank you,” Orion said without revealing his hiding place.

A chorus of startled gasps filled the air, and my spine went rigid as I grabbed Reagan by the arm. The crowds shuffled toward an enclosure, and our group made their way toward us but didn’t look alarmed. Reagan and I met them halfway.

Cyn pointed over their shoulder with their thumb. “One of the animals died.”

“Oh no,” Reagan murmured.

“The employees said it had been sick for a while with an illness they couldn’t cure in that species,” Nylah said as a comfort to the girl. “This was the best fate it could have. It has found peace.”

Reagan still didn’t look happy to hear this. I tried to peer around the mass of people blocking my line of sight. “Which animal was it?”

“The klifra,” Uldrel answered.

I gave him a confused look and Derrik cut in. “The one with six legs and fangs.”

At the word “fangs,” Derrik held his hands up to where his mouth would be behind the helmet to mimic the look. Maybe all that drool and foam dripping from its mouth hadn’t been normal after all.

My eyes drifted over the mass of people pushing to get closer to the enclosure. They marveled and their voices of curiosity rose to a cacophony. I found it all disrespectful. Animal or not, it felt wrong to ogle a corpse. I wanted to recommend we make our leave, but my eyes caught a familiar sight.

Standing only a few dozen yards from me was the same man I had seen in Artwa. The Khareesian. He had on a jacket and long combat pants, the kind that fit under armor easily, but the left sleeve had been clipped off to reveal those same intricate, white lines drawn onto his dark skin. He wore a pair of dark sunglasses and a weapon strapped to his back— an energy bow, if I had to guess. A Stellotrian woman stood beside him. Her skin was light pink, and her long red-violet hair was styled in a braid. Her right arm was marked in an identical way as the man but in black. While the man grinned at me with too-white teeth, she narrowed her dark eyes.

I took a step toward them when a scream of panic rose from the crowd at the enclosure. Instinctually, my eyes snapped to find it, but I forced my attention back to the mysterious strangers only to realize they had disappeared. Just as the man had done in Artwa.

Another horrified scream, and I stiffened in response alongside the rest of my group. An employee yelled for the area to evacuate, and only part of the crowd listened. It cleared just enough for me to see the animal lying in the snow. Its body twitched. Lifeless red eyes darkened to black and its blue fur lost color. Ichor pooled under it, like a gaping black hole ready to swallow the body, and it awakened the memory of a wolf lying in a similar puddle.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mumbled.

The klifra lifted its head off the ground.

Infusion.

An employee was in the enclosure with the corpse, and everyone watched in horror as the infusion lunged for the woman trying to escape out the back door. The frozen shock was shattered as its massive jaws clamped around her midsection. It tore her to shreds in seconds, bright red blood splattering across the snow, and the crowd turned to a mob of panic.

“I don’t think it’s cute anymore, Ari.” Reagan whimpered and pressed to my side.

“How in the hells is this possible?!” I yelled.

Derrik ushered us toward the exit. “Puzzle it out later!”

The infusion slammed its head into the enclosure’s force field. The energized, plasma shield caging in the creature let off an electrical blast at the contact. It would’ve deterred a normal animal from continuing, but the Infusion didn’t even pause. It continued to ram into the shield, not caring that each blow created more burns against the already dead skin, and I recognized the sight of a shield about to shatter.

I ripped off my jacket, tossed it to the side, and activated my suit. Derrik and Uldrel drew their weapons. I pushed Reagan into Nylah’s arms. “Get her out of here. Now!”

“No! Not without you!” Reagan rushed away from Nylah and scooped my jacket off the ground to hug to her chest. “Ari!”

Nylah didn’t argue. She nodded to Cyn who picked a wriggling Reagan up from the ground as Nylah let her leather gloves power up. No weapon took form, the plasma energy just hugged her hands like an orange cloud of anticipation. The shield behind us shattered with a high-pitched shriek of the creature. Cyn threw Reagan over their shoulder and sprinted away, Nylah on their heels. Reagan’s cries faded into the noisy and panicked crowds.
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- FORTY -

Enforcers sprinted to the area with weapons. I lifted my hand to activate my helmet leaving the glowing orange lines turned off.

“Please tell me we have a plan.” I rushed to stand by Uldrel and Derrik who watched as Enforcers attacked the monster. The infusion was tearing through them. “I’ll settle for anything right now.”

“Kill it?” Derrik offered.

“Silly of me to have not thought of that,” I scoffed.

“We have to make it bleed,” Derrick said. “That’s the only way to stop an infusion. Drain it of ichor.”

Uldrel snorted. “Easier said than done.”

The once-animal roared, the sound shattering the air, and turned its ugly head to face us. Uldrel, Derrik, and I muttered a string of different curses at the same time. The infusion charged and we scattered to avoid a hit. It followed Uldrel who ducked under one of its swinging arms then returned a barrage of his own attacks. Uldrel’s large axes cut deep into the Infusion’s front legs, spraying black ichor everywhere, but the monster didn’t flinch.

Derrik activated his energy sword. The long blade of plasma formed in a shade of blue glowing so bright that it looked white. He sprinted forward to distract the beast while Uldrel dove out of the range of attack.

I took a step forward to join the fray but flashes of teeth dripping black and searing hot pain bombarded me. My steps stuttered at the memory of the wolf infusion. I could feel its teeth buried in my arm again, the pop of my shoulder, and I shuddered in recoil. Under the suit of my left arm, my skin tingled and burned as if I had set it into an open flame.

As I watched Derrik and Uldrel attack the beast, creating more and more wounds for the ichor to spray out from, my hand drifted down to the dagger I carried in my holster. I unsheathed it and stared down at the smoldering red lines carved into the metal. The wolf Infusion had died rather quickly when I drove this blade into its skull. Had that caused the ichor to bleed out? It hadn’t seemed like all that much.

“Ari!”

My gaze snapped up in time to see the klifra barreling toward me with a screech. Rather than turn to run, I sprinted to meet it head on. My name was hollered again, but it was too faint under the sound of the beast’s roar to make out the voice. With the snapping jaws growing ever near, I lifted my shield to block the swing of its arms and dropped down to slide under the beast. The blow from the infusion had given me enough momentum to shoot out from under it on the other side and, once clear, I slammed my shielded arm against the ground hard enough that the rebound rocketed me back to my feet.

Derrik kept the infusion’s attention in the front as Uldrel weaved through the monster’s legs chopping into any bit of flesh he could. Not wanting to miss the opportunity presented to me, I tapped on my vambrace to use my recently repaired jets to shoot myself up toward the infusion’s backside. Air and gravity interfered with the jets designed for space. I didn’t land on top of the infusion as planned, but I grasped its fur to hold on tight. Too distracted by the others, it didn’t feel me climbing up onto its back.

When I reached the top, I paused to gather my bearings but two of the eight black eyes looked at me. Kark. I had forgotten it had eyes on every angle of its fraking head.

“Uh, hi,” I blurted.

It screeched in response. A high-pitched, blood-curdling sound that had every hair on my body raised. I lunged forward, throwing myself down onto its back, and tightly to the fur again as it violently shook to rid itself of me.

“It’s gonna roll!” The warning came from Derrik. Quickly, I clambered to cling to a spot of fur between the crook of its neck where a small bit of space would exist naturally even during a roll.

The infusion surprised me by pitching forward rather than side to side, and the world around me flipped four times before righting itself. My head spun and I knew trying to climb to the top of its head wasn’t going to be a successful. I’d have to settle for where I was.

I reached for the knife in my thigh holster, but the second I did the infusion roared in a tone akin to pain and thrashed its head from side to side. With only a one-hand grip in the ichor slick fur, I went flying.

As the ground came rushing up to greet me, panic flooded my system. Seconds before I splattered across the ground, I had the mind to activate my jets and throw up my shield. A grunt escaped my lips as the shield took the brunt of the blow, immediately deactivating from the force. Still, with the speed I was thrown, I tossed and turned violently across the ground until I skidded to a stop.

I didn’t lift my head off the ground while I mentally accounted for every part of my body. I was mostly intact. Bruised and battered, surely, but in one piece. With more energy than I thought I had, I pushed up onto my elbows and lifted my head to find the infusion. The creature was slumped over. Its body looked like an island of white amongst a sea of black. Deep gashes existed along its many legs and the underside of its body. While I accidentally rode the beast, Derrik and Uldrel must have taken advantage of the distraction. I may not have gotten to test the dagger, but a win was a win as far as I was concerned.

“Ari!” My eyes found Derrik sprinting toward me. The panic in his pace made me look for a second enemy. Was the fight still happening? I pushed to stand, and Derrik nearly collided with me. He cupped the sides of my helmet. “Kark. Are you alright!? How the hells do I get this open!?” He snapped to himself. It took a beat to realize he wanted me to deactivate my suit. I was too distracted by the fear in his voice. “Ari!”

“Sorry.” I mumbled and pressed for my suit and helmet to deactivate. “Derrik, I’m fine—”

“Are you out of your Aether-damned mind?!” There was a slight tremor in his hands as he scanned me from head to toe. My suit had kept the blows from breaking skin, but I could feel the ache of soon-to-form bruises. My arms were red and I’d garner a guess that my sides, back, and legs looked similar from the tumble. “What in the hells were you thinking!?”

“I… I don’t know.” I found myself speechless. I didn’t understand his anger. Uldrel finally jogged up behind Derrik and lightly pushed the Ascendant aside to look over my injuries. Uldrel himself took a blow because purple blood crusted around his nostril. The medic suddenly flashed a bright light in my eyes. I batted away his hands with a grimace.

“You should be fine for us to get back to the ship,” Uldrel said.

“Uldrel, are you sure? She—” Derrik argued.

Uldrel didn’t let it go any further. “She is fine, Derrik. Breathe.”

“He’s right,” I blurted as Derrik rubbed the top of his helmet. It was the same frustrated motion I had seen him perform before. He had a habit of messily raking his hand through his hair. “Relax.”

“Relax? Relax!? You—” Derrik swallowed his words and shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” I could audibly hear him blow out a loud breath of air. “Are you okay, Ari? I know Uldrel said you’re fine for now, but does anything hurt too bad? That hit you took…”

“I was trained to take a hit.” I replied out of habit. There was a slight tilt to his head— the only clue of his confusion. I waved away the words I had let slip out. “Never mind. It’s—whatever. We should go.”

“Yes, we should,” Uldrel reiterated.

The area was flooded with more enforcers. The bulk of them had missed the opportunity to be useful, but they were just in time to get in our way. The three of us crept out as quickly as we could when a loud voice ordered for us to stop. We turned around and things went from bad to worse in a heartbeat.

Casually strolling toward us, were two Ascendants. It was a guess based on their solid white, ornamental armor. Two men by the looks of it. I snorted at the long, thick capes that draped around their shoulders and dragged on the ground behind them. The rich, dark green material was unmarred by the wear and tear that came with battle, and anyone who actively spent time in a fight knew that would only serve to get in the way. They stopped before us and deactivated their gilded white helmets.

“I would recognize that sword anywhere,” the first of the two men chuckled. He had dark skin, but his rounded ears and plain brown eyes told me he was Yarian. That wasn’t surprising. Hardly any other species got the opportunity to go through the Ascension or even enter training. His scalp was bare and the smile he wore could only be described as smug. “Derrik Russell. Wow.”

Derrik deactivated his helmet. As soon as his face was uncovered, I could see his glare. The first man’s partner, a light-skinned brunet with no notable or unique features, narrowed his plain blue eyes at Uldrel, but it was the dark-skinned Ascendant who spoke, “You’re dismissed, magusnaut.”

“Hey,” I snapped, “Unless you wanna live through the unique experience of swallowing your teeth, I’d watch your fraking mouth.”

“Excuse me?” he scoffed. “You dare speak to me that way? I am your god.”

“Sorry, let me rephrase,” I started and Derrik automatically slid to stand half in front of me, forcing me to lean around him. “Call him that foul term again, my lord, and I’ll knock your teeth down your fraking throat.”

The Ascendant let out a laugh but the irritation was clear in his eyes. Derrik pushed me back. He nodded, “Uldrel, take Ari to the ship.”

Before Uldrel’s hand could wrap around my arm to drag me away, the Ascendant chuckled, “No. The girl stays.”

Uldrel mumbled under his breath in Otri, both men hesitated, but finally Derrik nodded and Uldrel left. Derrik shook his head. “Fiva, we want no trouble.”

“Are you sure of that? It seems your pet is begging for it.” Fiva, the dark-skinned man, scoffed. The way he referred to me had me locking my jaw. His eyes narrowed at me. “Tell me, akhylas, is she good for anything other than mouthing off at her superiors?”

I let a threatening smile slowly form on my features and leaned past Derrik again, “Step a little closer, my lord.” I spat the title out with as much disdain as I could muster. “I’ll show you exactly what I’m capable of.”

Fiva glared at me before sneering at Derrik. “I didn’t realize you enjoyed your pets to be so disrespectful. I suppose it makes sense that an akhylas can’t even train a mortal correctly.”

“Take your new light and go,” Derrik snapped. He referred to the other Ascendant as new light which wasn’t a term I was familiar with.

“Oh, come on. I expect more from you.” Fiva mocked.

“We should take her with us,” the new light chuckled. His smirk reminded me of the way Recluse’s scummy henchmen would stare at me. “Bet I can get her trained real quick.”

“I’m sorry, did you think you had something noteworthy to add?” I scoffed at him. “Just because it’s ‘bring your pathetic, screwhead shadow to work’ day, doesn’t mean you get to participate in the conversation.”

The new light lashed out at me as soon as the insult left my lips, and my hand twitched toward my vambrace to prepare for a blow that would never land. Derrik was quicker than the new Ascendant and wrapped his hand around the man’s throat in a deadly grip. In a blink, his sword activated and buried in the new light’s chest. The armor did nothing to stop the hot plasma of Derrik’s sword and the force he placed behind it. The new light’s face was twisted with pain, fear, and horror—not the look of an immortal who didn’t fear death.

Derrik deactivated his sword and shoved the man’s body to the ground. Golden light radiated out from the gaping wound Derrik left behind. Fiva sighed in annoyance. The new light’s body glowed and the man sat up with a gasp. There was a burned and broken hole in the Ascendant’s armor where Derrik had stabbed him.

“Get up. You’re embarrassing yourself and me,” Fiva spat.

Admonished, the new light scrambled to stand and kept his eyes glued to the ground. Derrik stood in front of me. “You even think of touching her, and I’ll give Aether a challenge in resurrecting your corpses.”

Fiva’s jaw feathered. Derrik may be banished among his kind, but this moment showed he could still incite fear. Fiva had tried to belittle and demean him, but the Ascendant I’d come to befriend reminded him that, proper title or not, Derrik was still a threat. Which made me wonder what exactly Fiva feared. If you couldn’t die, what kind of fate could you possibly be scared of?

“What happened?” Fiva asked through clenched teeth.

“An infusion tried to tear us to shreds.” I scoffed and motioned to the klifra’s dead body. “If you would’ve shown up on time to help, you would know.”

Fiva shook his head. “Infusions no longer exist. You’re hysterical.”

“It’s lying in a pool of fraking ichor!”

“I said, you’re hysterical,” Fiva reiterated.

“Believe what you want to believe,” Derrik snapped. “We’re leaving.”

Derrik held a hand out to me, palm up, and I stared in surprise at the offer he gave. I set my hand in his, more out of curiosity than anything else, and he carefully pulled me away from the Ascendants. Fiva barked something after us, but all I could focus on was how his warm touch wasn’t making my skin crawl. I liked the way his skin felt pressed against mine.

“I’m sorry about that,” Derrik murmured. He paused when we were out of their sight to give me a glance over as if I had been physically attacked. “Fiva has always been a piece of scrap. Can’t believe they gave him a new light to train.”

“New light. That’s a new Ascendant?” I asked. Derrik nodded. “He looked… I’ve never seen an Ascendant look so scared.”

“He was fresh. Probably only died a handful of times so far.” The sentence felt nonsensical, but Derrik continued. “It takes a while before you’re used to a revival. Before you remember that… that your death won’t be permanent. Even longer to trust it.”

“How long does it take?”

Derrik held my gaze. A shadow crossed his green eyes, like a ghost haunting him. He shook his head. “For the first two years, I would forget that death wasn’t something I could experience. Any fatal attack— I’d panic. Fight for a life that wasn’t at risk.” Derrik squeezed my hand. “It took ten more years before I trusted the memory of what I was. There was always that question, that doubt, that lived at the back of my mind. What if this is the time Aether’s Light can’t bring me back?” I didn’t realize that was a fear Ascendants ever lived with. It was the nature of a mortal to fear death, but I always assumed those who rose to be Ascendants were too smug and arrogant to let that natural reaction linger. “It fades eventually. If you die enough times.”

“I’m sorry.”

Derrik chuckled, “For what?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted and it was the truth. The words just felt right.

My eyes drifted down to stare at our hands still tangled together. Derrik hadn’t shown any sign of wanting to let go, and I found I didn’t mind that. He didn’t lose his temper often, but the way he threatened Fiva and the new light had quite possibly been the angriest I had seen him yet. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was leftover anger from my reckless move against the Infusion or something else entirely.

“Ari?” My eyes snapped to him, and his hand squeezed my hand. “You ready to head back to the Nova?”

I nodded and shooed away all my thoughts for another time. “Yeah.” I swallowed and we quickly backtracked to get to the exit of the zoo. Upon entering the Illyarium section, my eyes landed on the greenhouse, and I let my heels dig down, pulling us to a stop. “Hang on.”

“What? You okay?” He pressed.

“Yeah. We just need to make one more stop.”
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- FORTY-ONE -

“Honestly, it’s not even fair.” Ellis’ complaints echoed through the cargo hold as I stepped out of my room. He and Derrik were reorganizing supplies in the hold and taking inventory. “If I had known that you guys were gonna fight a klifra infusion I would’ve gone to the fraking zoo with you.”

“You’re the only one who would consider that a good time,” Derrick laughed.

“Well, come on, in comparison all I did was lose credits. I didn’t even get to start a good bar brawl.”

I jogged down the stairs and shot Ellis a glare. “If your whining wakes up Reagan, I swear I’ll—”

“What? Kill me?” Ellis replied cheekily.

“Maim you,” I finished, boots landing on the hold’s floor. “I can’t kill you, but I can make the next half hour of your life miserable.”

“I thought we weren’t gonna have hate sex, kit.”

On my path to the medbay, I grabbed one of Cyn’s tools lying in a bag by the storage door and hurled it at Ellis’ head. He turned at the last minute and caught the wrench with a laugh. I grumbled under my breath and pressed onwards.

Uldrel moved about his domain doing inventory like the Ascendants. Technically, the plan had been to grab supplies while docked on Caegra, but after the Infusion incident, it seemed best to flee sooner rather than later. Especially with the presence of Curator loyal Ascendants. I walked over to him and hopped up on the counter beside where he was organizing a cabinet’s contents. Uldrel glanced at me with a furrowed brow.

“Haven’t I told you not to sit on my counters?”

“I think that came up once in conversation, yes,” I replied but did not move. “So…”

Uldrel stopped working to pay full attention to me. I offered him a smile and he shook his head. The motion more in amusement than irritation. Uldrel chuckled, the sound low and heavy, “I do not need your comfort, Ari. I’ve had many years to come to terms with my past.”

“I know that. I’ve never been very good at comfort anyway,” I said. “But I wanted to say I… I understand.” Uldrel stiffened, and I pushed the rest of my words out in a hurry. “Not fully. I’ve never been in love, so that’s a bust, but… I get trying to outweigh your bad deeds with good ones.”

“Ari—”

“But I don’t think you should consider what happened to Soran to be one of your bad deeds.” I shrugged. “If she loved you as much as you loved her, then I don’t think she’d want you holding onto guilt.”

Uldrel crossed his arms and turned so he could lean against the counter I sat on. He cleared his throat. “You’re not the first person to tell me that. You won’t be the last, but…”

“Hearing something and knowing they’re right is a lot easier than accepting it.” I finished. Uldrel nodded in agreement, and I chuckled. “Yeah. I have that problem too. Luckily, I always had Kennex there to remind me of things my broken brain was too dumb to remember.”

“I think I’d like to meet the man who has had to deal with your nonsense for so long.”

I laughed. “The two of you would get along well, I think. You’re a grumpy, old man, and he’s always had a grumpy, old man mentality.”

“I’m not that old.”

“Older than me by more than a decade.”

“One solar cycle more than a decade.”

I slid off the counter and shoved my hands into my jacket pockets. Paper crumpled against my fingers. Gift giving was never my forte. I always felt so awkward. Before I could lose my nerve, I pulled out the packet of seeds and held it out to him. Uldrel stared at my hand, first in confusion, then shock.

“The greenhouse’s shed had them. I was gonna steal a whole flower, but Derrik made a good point about it dying without the right atmosphere around it.” I motioned to the seeds again. When Uldrel didn’t take them, I lightly forced them into his hand. “I thought if anyone could figure out how to grow a Chejim Blossom it’d be you. Well, you and Cyn. I’m sure they could build a mini greenhouse for you or—or whatever.”

Uldrel stared at the seeds in his hands. The packet had a little picture of the flower on the front.

“Fair warning, I did steal them. They weren’t out for the public to buy, not that anyone was working after the infusion attack anyway, and… Derrik said we should leave credits behind, but I figure they stole the plants from your world first. Stealing from somebody who stole something was always a gray area for me.”

I knew full well that I was babbling, but I couldn’t stop. I gave another awkward chuckle and glanced down at my boots. Uldrel finally moved, and he pulled me into a hug. My eyes widened in surprise at the contact, and it was my turn to be frozen in shock. I waited for nausea to overcome me, for my skin to crawl and discomfort to bubble up in my belly, but oddly I felt at ease.

Uldrel mumbled a phrase in Otri before following it up with gratitude in a language I understood. Slowly, I wrapped my own arms around him.

It wasn’t like hugging Kennex. That felt different in a way I didn’t know how to form into words. It also wasn’t like hugging Reagan. When I hugged Reagan, I felt protective. As if my arms alone could keep the evils of the system at bay. Being in Uldrel’s arms reminded me of Vhabreen. It felt like I could drop my guard for a second because nothing could reach me in his large and warm embrace. When I first met Recluse, this was what I wanted—a safety net. I desperately hoped that’s what the criminal mastermind would be after losing Vhabreen, but Recluse’s touch came at a cost and turned poisonous.

“I called you shee-nath before. An outlaw living for themself.” Uldrel said. “I was wrong.”

“I am an outlaw,” I joked while patting his back.

“But you do not live for yourself. You live for those around you.”

Uldrel’s words knocked the air from my lungs, and I found myself frozen in shock all over again. He finally separated himself from me. Uldrel set his hand on the side of my head, giving it a casual and thankful pat, and nodded. His tear-filled eyes stared down at the seeds in his hands. Finding my senses, I whispered a quiet ‘good night’ and slipped out of the medbay.

The cargo hold was quiet which meant Ellis must have disappeared to a different part of the ship. Derrik, however, lounged on the staircase leading up to the rooms. He straightened in posture as I approached.

“How’d he like the seeds?”

“He was thankful.”

“That was kind of you,” Derrik pushed to stand and came down the last few steps to stand in front of me. “Stopping for them was a really good idea.”

“Grabbing the seeds instead of stealing a whole plant was a better idea.” I shrugged. “I don’t think it would’ve meant nearly as much if I brought him a dying flower.”

“Seems like we make quite the team.” He nodded his head once. A beat of silence passed between us before he cleared his throat. “I’m sorry for earlier today.” My eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “You were hurt, and I just snapped at you.”

“It’s okay, Derrik.”

“No, it’s not.” Derrik shook his head. “I just… I forgot.” I raised an eyebrow at his admission and Derrik grew sheepish. “I forgot you’re not like me. I forgot you’re not Ascendant.”

I blinked in surprise. “Uh, I wasn’t aware you put me in that category.”

“It’s hard to explain. Ari, there’s… there’s something about you that just…” Derrik struggled for words. Finally, he chuckled. “You get stuck in my head.”

“You’re not the first to feel that way. I’m pretty annoying when I wanna be.”

“No.” Derrik let out a soft laugh. “Stuck in a good way. Stuck, like… I feel connected to you. I know we just met not that long ago, but…” He ran a hand through his hair and I chuckled at the motion which was now successful without the helmet in his way. “You’ve become a part of my life the way an Ascendant would.”

I tried to grasp what exactly he meant. “Sorry, you’re gonna have to spell this out for me, Derrik. I’m not following.”

Derrik reached out and, instinctively, I tensed. His hand hovered over my right arm. I gave him a small nod. As his warm palm wrapped around my forearm, I felt every ounce of apprehension ebbed away. Derrik’s thumb rubbed back and forth against my skin. “I can’t imagine my life without you. That’s what I mean. When I watched that Infusion throw you from its back… When I watched you hit the ground, I—I remembered you aren’t like me. You’re not an Ascendant and I… I could lose you.”

“That’s why you were angry.”

“I wasn’t angry. I was terrified,” Derrik admitted softly. His face fell in desperation as an exhausted sigh left him. “Death is my worst fear, and mortals… you’re so fragile, Ari.”

It felt silly to me that an Ascendant would fear death. Why fear something that could never touch you? Though, maybe that was exactly what he meant. Having death take and take and take while never looking twice at me was my worst nightmare. Instead of questioning that, I addressed the second half of his statement. The more ridiculous one.

“I’ve been called a lot of things, but fragile is not one.”

Derrik briefly looked like he wanted to argue. After a beat, he tilted his head and asked, “What did you mean?”

“About what?”

“That you were trained to take a hit.”

I didn’t know how to answer. I didn’t know if I wanted to answer. The bonds I created here were not like the ones I made with Kennex. Kennex was aware of the worst of me but cared for me all the same and vice versa. For the first time in a long time, I had relationships that were going beyond just passing acquaintances, and I was terrified that they’d see the ghosts of my past and go running. Derrik thought he couldn’t imagine losing me, but he didn’t know a lot about me. If I showed him the skeletons I hid, he probably wouldn’t feel the same way. I wouldn’t blame him.

I was a lot to handle.

“I think that’s a conversation for another day,” I mumbled.

“Alright.” Derrik nodded and didn’t push the topic. “Can I ask you something else, then?” I shrugged. My eyes darted down to realize Derrik still had a hold on my arm. “Was it true what you told Uldrel? You’ve never been in love?”

My gaze snapped up in surprise. “That’s really what you want to ask?”

“Color me curious.” Derrik offered a small smile.

Somehow, I found this to be an easier topic than the one before. I took a step back and crossed my arms so Derrik’s distracting hand fell away. “It’s true.” I cleared my throat. “I’ve never been in love.”

“Not even with Kennex?” Derrik asked and my eyes widened. “I always wondered if the two of you were more?”

“No. No, we were never…” I rubbed the back of my neck as if the motion would rid myself of the heat I felt crawling across my skin. “Kennex and I were close friends.” I joked. “Partners, only in crime.”

Derrik gave my joke a pity chuckle.

This wasn’t the first time someone assumed this, but Kennex never felt that way about me. Unlike me, Kennex had various lovers over the time I had known him. Most were short relationships, nothing lasted longer than a few weeks, but they existed. I was jealous of seeing him with someone because I wanted the normalcy of being in a relationship at all.

I missed some crucial landmark in my youth that made me good at that sort of thing. The few times someone showed interest, I pushed them away. A part of me may have craved love, but the second it came around I went running.

“But, nobody?” Derrik asked. “I find that hard to believe.”

“Really?” I snorted. “Derrik, I’m barely good at friendships let alone actual romantic relationships.”

“I’m sorry, I just don’t get it.”

“It’s not a complicated concept,” I said. “I preferred fighting over dating, and what man wants a woman who could beat them bloody? Back in Acheron, I was one step above feral.”

“Any man intimidated by the strength of a woman hardly deserves to be called a man,” Derrik scoffed.

“That’s very sweet of you to say, but I had days where infusions were more charming than me.” Derrik laughed at the comparison, and I smiled at the sound of it. Still nervous, I tugged at the new bracelet around my right wrist. “Why, Derrik? Why do you ask?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Not to me.”

Derrik held out his hand and nodded to the bracelet that I had loosened. I cleared my throat and held out my right hand to him. Derrik carefully undid the sloppily tied knot before securing it around my wrist. His fingers brushed against my skin causing goosebumps to erupt on my arm. The action made me think of Kennex wrapping my hands with tape, but it was the differences that stood out. Derrik’s hands were smooth—no calluses marred his palms like they did Kennex’s. My heart never raced like this when Kennex wrapped my hands either. I swallowed, mouth dry, and watched his movements mesmerized.

On his outer forearm was a thin scar, only a couple inches long, mostly hidden by hair.

“Ascendants heal,” I breathed. “How do you have a scar?”

“We heal and revive back to our baseline when we went through the Ascension,” Derrik answered. “I had it before.”

Derrik finished and pulled his hands back, but I caught him by the wrist. He didn’t move or speak as I ran my fingertips down his arm combing through his arm hair, dragging along his scar, and traveling down across the back of his hand and knuckles. I flipped his hand over and traced the lines there. Touching Derrik was different from anything I had felt before.

I found his eyes with my own. Derrik’s lips were parted, and the dark of his pupils had overtaken much of the bold green that encircled it. Leaving plenty of time for him to pull his hand back, I lifted his hand to rest on the side of my face. It was a familiar action Kennex had done hundreds of times before. Derrik didn’t pull back. Rather, he pressed his palm to my face and let his thumb trace the curve of my cheekbone as he angled my face up.

Different. This was different.

Kennex’s touch felt like home. It slowed the world around me and grounded me in place. It cast away my anxiety. Derrik’s touch was electric. My heart pounded in my chest, almost painfully, as my skin was set alight by him. I wasn’t grounded, I was flying. Derrik’s eyes darted to my mouth, and my heart stopped.

“Ari,” Orion’s voice crackled through my earpiece and the sound might as well have been a bucket of ice water pouring over my head. I leaped back, out of Derrik’s grip, and tried to catch my breath. Derrik’s own eyes widened in panic, and his hand hovered in the air where I had been.

“Orion.” I gasped and pointed to my ear. At my words, Derrik’s panic vanished and he laughed in relief. He shook his head and ran a hand over his face, fingers raking through the scruff covering his jawline. “What do you want, O?”

“Reagan is stirring from sleep. She’s requesting you.”

“Right. Yeah, I’m coming up,” I said. Derrik still stood in my path, and I awkwardly tried to shift around him. Amused, he didn’t move out of the way and only followed me with his gaze.

“Er, good night. I gotta—yeah.”

Derrik’s face lit up with the boyish smile I was growing more attached to than I liked to admit. “Good night, Ari. Sleep well.”

My own lips curled up into a smile, and I hurried up the last bit of stairs. On my way to my room, I hissed to Orion, “We seriously need to work on your timing.”

“Was my timing good or bad?”

“I’m not sure.”
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- FORTY-TWO -

The news article reported that a klifra in Caegra had been sick with a disease known to Drucanna, broke out of its enclosure, and attacked the unsuspecting crowd. Not a single source mentioned the klifra becoming an Infusion. Orion scoured through the yCW looking for any mentions of an infusion on Caegra but it was fruitless. The Ascendant calling me hysterical rang through my head and made me furious. They were covering this up.

“I don’t get why. People should know about this.” I slapped my hand against the tabletop to dismiss the floating screen.

“People should also know about the Curator being an Ascendant and him wanting to ritualistically sacrifice a child,” Cyn said from where they sat on the couch. They lounged upside down with their boots resting against the wall.

Nylah, who sat at the table with me eating, sighed, “Cyn is right. Of course, the Curator would want to hide this. Ascendants reportedly exterminated all infusions. Their existence does not look good.”

I knew that, but it annoyed me all the same. Nylah pushed her plate of fruit toward me, and I mumbled a thanks before picking up a slice. The captain’s quarters door, located in the middle of the staircase up to the flight deck, opened and Derrik stepped out. His gaze caught mine and I shot him a sheepish wave and tight-lipped smile. Derrik nodded in return before sliding down the ladder into the cargo hold.

“What the hells was that about?” Cyn called out.

“Shut up,” I blurted in response. All night, I had tossed and turned thinking about Derrik’s confession. He hadn’t explicitly said that he was interested in me, but even I had a hard time denying and doubting the idea. I wasn’t sure where to go from there or what to say to that.

From the start, I realized something was intoxicating about the attention he gave me. I was no stranger to being ogled or harassed, but it wasn’t the same shade of intention. Derrik never looked at me like I was a piece of meat to bite into or a conquest to tame. Derrik’s gaze held something softer—something I didn’t recognize.

Whatever it was, now that I noticed it, it was driving me half out of mind.

“Ari!”

Orion startled the entire room by bounding out the open duct against the wall above where Cyn sat. He landed on Cyn’s stomach who huffed at the blow. The pilot rolled to their feet and held their gut, “That’s the thanks I get for opening the ducts for you to nap in?”

“Apologies, Cyn.” Orion replied halfheartedly and leaped up to the table. “Ari, I have found a news broadcast I think you need to see.”

I raised an eyebrow, “Oh yeah? You find one that mentions the infusion?”

“Not exactly.” Orion set his paw on the corner of the table’s holoscreen control panel, and his eyes glowed bright as he connected to the system. Seconds later, the news broadcast in question flickered to life.

At the center of the screen was Kennex.

It was a short video clip on repeat of him smiling at the camera. My first thought was that he looked good. Kennex’s unruly curls were cut shorter, styled neatly, and his skin wasn’t marred by bruises, dust, or gaunt lines of hunger. He looked healthy and happy. Hells, his bronze skin seemed to glow with new life.

“O. What is this?” I breathed.

“One moment,” Orion replied.

“—has joined the ranks.” The newscaster was mid-sentence when the sound came in. “Ascendant Kennex Hall is the youngest to ascend at only twenty-three. A special case indeed. This new light will be training directly under our favorite Ascendant, Vira, and we look forward to the great accomplishments he will bring to our system.”

An unexplained ringing filled my ears as if a bomb had gone off beside me. The newscaster’s words were on a loop. It wasn’t until the sixth time the report played that I felt a hand on my shoulder. My head turned to see Nylah standing over me with Cyn by her side.

“Ari, are you alright?”

I turned back to stare at Kennex. He wore the same smile he shot me when we drank together at the Barrel or late at night when we got carried away with stories and jokes rather than sleep. It was the smile I thought I was special for earning from him. “I don’t understand.”

“Would you like to talk about—”

“No. No, I don’t…” I felt my words get caught in my throat. “Can I get a minute?”

Nylah nodded and squeezed my shoulder once. She and Cyn left the room and both climbed down the ladders into the cargo hold leaving me at the table with Orion and the news broadcast.

I didn’t understand. I couldn’t understand. Ascendant Kennex Hall. Every time the phrase repeated in my head, I grew sicker. When his face disappeared from the wanted placard, I assumed that meant he was their prisoner. Ascendant X’ael had kidnapped him and now they held my friend, my partner, against his will and it was up to me to save him. No part of me ever expected to see this. It just made no sense.

“Ari,” Orion started.

“This is… This is fake. It has to be.” I shook my head. “Kennex would never join their ranks. He’d never accept being—” I choked on my words and bile clawed its way up from my stomach. I was going to be sick. “This can’t be happening. It’s a trick or— or a trap. Kennex hates the Curator and acolytes and Ascendants and— and Aether’s Light. He’d never willingly side with them!”

“I am sorry, Ari.”

“Why are you apologizing!?” I snapped and pushed to stand. An apology felt like confirmation of this terrible news, and I refused to believe that. Kennex would never. He just wouldn’t. I had no evidence to offer besides a gut feeling I refused to let go of.

Orion shook his head. “I am apologizing because you are upset, and I do not like to see you upset.” My glare softened. “I’m unsure of how else to offer comfort to you.”

I sucked in a shaky breath and motioned to the table with a wave of my hand. Orion understood and dismissed the broadcast. The room was silent save for the electric hum of the ship’s warp drive in function. Off balanced. That’s how I felt. Like my entire world was tilting and threatening to send me falling off the edge.

“Thank you, O.” I mumbled. “I need… Check in on Reagan for me, I gotta…”

I moved for the hatch in the corner of the room. I needed to be alone. Last I checked, Reagan was reading on the flight deck in front of the viewing glass which left out bunkroom available. When my boots landed on the metal grate, I heard sounds of a fight. I stopped by the railing and watched as Ellis and Derrik sparred below with Nylah and Cyn sitting on a crate of supplies.

Watching them was the kind of distraction that helped. I mindlessly followed along with each blow and block as my body twitched in reaction. I imagined each next step and action as if I were in the fight myself. When the fight ended, I stayed stuck in place as if my boots were welded to the metal below me.

“Hey,” Ellis yelled out and I startled back into reality, “I know you’re obsessed with me, kit.” My eyes narrowed down at him. He stood in the middle of the cargo hold with his hands on his hips while Derrik was a step away drinking from a water bottle. They were both shirtless and I noticed they had matching golden lines decorating their chest. It was focused on the center but fanned out in lines as if the gold was seeping out into their veins. “But staring at me like that is getting a little desperate.”

“Put a shirt on, Holt,” I responded blankly. “Don’t make me laugh at you.”

Ellis ran a hand over his chest and abdomen. “Come on. It’s okay. Ask nicely, and I’ll let you cop a feel.”

Derrik scolded Ellis by repeating his name, but Ellis brushed away the warning. Unable to ignore the goading, I replied, “I’m not really in a feeling mood. More of a violent mood.”

“Alright.” Ellis nodded. “Come down and let’s be violent.” My eyes widened at the invitation. Meanwhile, Derrik narrowed his own at Ellis, but the sharpshooter swung his arms to clap his hands. “Let’s spar.”

I needed no further prodding. While Derrik argued with Ellis, I scrambled down the stairs.

“This is a bad idea,” Derrik said.

I tossed my jacket aside and unlatched the pauldron on my shoulder. Then, I pulled my shirt off over my head. The breastband I wore was tight and designed for movement rather than seduction. It was broad enough to cover any of my cleavage and the scars carved into a horizontal line across my back. In a fight, any loose article gave an opponent an upper hand. My pants and boots were form-fitting enough that it didn’t concern me. Ellis let out a loud whistle that I ignored. My eyes drifted to Derrik who was staring in surprise. I could feel his gaze trace every inch of my exposed skin before meeting mine once more.

As long as my scars weren’t out to be seen, I never minded showing skin. I lost all sense of modesty when I was fighting in Recluse’s Pit. Plus, right now, there was no room in my head to analyze how Derrik’s eyes made me feel. All I could picture was Kennex’s smile.

“You know we could spar in my bunk.” Ellis’ teasing brought me back into the moment. He smirked and bounced his eyebrows with a mocking insinuation. “Really get down and dirty.”

“I cannot wait to break your nose.” I snorted. His teasing didn’t bother me because of how eager I was to spar. Being in the middle of a fight was always when I felt the most comfortable. Fighting took no thinking or planning for me. It was instinctual—act and react. It was muscle memory honed over years. It was letting loose and not holding back any ounce of anger or frustration my body wanted to showcase.

It was exactly what I needed.

Without waiting, I lunged for Ellis. I only managed to throw three punches, all blocked, before Ellis pushed me into defense with an onslaught of his own. The Ascendant was quick, but I had seen him sparring enough with Derrik and Nylah to have picked up on his patterns.

Both Ascendants tended to be predictable. Ellis put his full body into a punch that I juked away from and followed with a kick aimed at the dead center of his chest. Ellis caught my boot. Rather than tug me forward, he pushed me back. Knowing I wasn’t going to find my balance on one leg, I allowed my weight to fall backward and rolled over my shoulder to quickly get back to my feet. As Ellis tried to lunge for an attack, I swung out as well. However, he managed to catch my arm and twisted it so my back pressed against his chest.

He chuckled. “I expected better of the Lucky Fox.”

I stomped my boot as if I was going to hit him to draw his attention to the motion then swung my head back so it smashed into the center of his face. Ellis stumbled back and I spun with a shrug. “I think you talk too much during a fight.” A dim glow came from under his skin as his nose sat crooked in the center of his face. Ellis used the palms of his hand to crack his nose back in place so it’d heal straight. I shrugged. “And coming from me, that says something.”

“Kind of a dirty move, kit.” Ellis replied.

“I thought you wanted to get down and dirty?”

Ellis’ lips curled in amusement and this time he lunged. Despite his age and Ascendant status, we were evenly matched. Ellis relied more on his weaponry than hand-to-hand combat. He was as quick as me, but I was well-versed in a brawl. For the first half of the fight, I ducked and dodged each blow sent my way and he countered any I sent to him. It was a repetitive dance where no one took the advantage.

I ducked under a punch and countered with an elbow aimed at his face. As I thought he would, Ellis blocked my forearm with his own. I clamped my hand down on his wrist and pulled his arm out to twist at an angle. Ellis grunted and reached for my shoulder with his other arm. Ducking to avoid the grasp, I released his wrist and dropped to a knee facing away from him. In one fluid motion, I hooked my arm around his leg and spun on my knee to lift his leg over my head and onto my opposite shoulder. With him off balance, standing only on his back foot, I exploded up to throw him back. I let my weight fall with him to the ground, purposefully landing my shoulder into his diaphragm to knock the wind from him. When he tried to sit up with me, I slammed my fist into his face sending him sprawling back.

I popped to my feet with a tired smile. Ellis propped himself up on his elbows and his tongue peeked out to prod at the glowing cut on his lip.

“You’re welcome,” Ellis scoffed.

“For what?”

“For letting you kick my ass so you’d feel better.” Ellis rose and gave a mocking bow as he tugged his shirt back on.

I laughed in disbelief. “Are you really that sore of a loser?” Ellis ignored me and I pulled my shirt on. “Why in the hells would I need you to make me feel better, Holt?”

“You know, since your partner turned traitor.”

“Ellis,” Derrik snapped.

I tilted my head. “Excuse me?”

“What?” Ellis asked as if he were innocent. “Nylah and Cyn came down talking about how your partner just became the Curator’s newest golden boy.” Nylah snapped his name in distaste. “Thought I’d try to turn your day around, kit.”

“Shut the hells up, Holt,” I warned.

“It’s the truth.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. You don’t know Kennex like I do.”

“I know the allure of fame, riches, and immortality is hard to beat,” Ellis replied. If he was trying to goad me into losing my temper he was succeeding. All the stress the spar had burned out of me was back tenfold. I could hear Derrik trying to calm us down, but his voice may as well have been background noise. “You’re a fun girl to hang out with Ari, but you can’t be surprised the guy who had nothing while living on Acheron jumped at the chance to be something for once.”

My thinning patience snapped.

I drew the dagger tucked against my thigh and sent it flying. Instinct and training rather than focus. Unfortunately, the weight of this new dagger, though close to my old one, was off enough that the blade drifted to the left. It buried itself, to the hilt, in the middle of Ellis’ right pectoral.

Nylah and Cyn jumped in surprise while Ellis stumbled back at the force. The sharpshooter’s eyes glanced down at his chest before looking back up at me. “Aether, you’re sensitive,” Ellis chuckled. “Do you feel better now?”

“Let me try stabbing you again,” I spat. “That might help.”

Derrik shook his head. “I think we’re done for the day.”

My eyes narrowed as a discoloration formed on Ellis’ shirt around where my dagger had torn through it. The entire cargo hold was painfully silent as everyone stared in varying degrees of shock and confusion. Ellis made a choking noise, his face scrunched in discomfort, and he reached up to grasp the blade. He pulled it out and the bloody weapon clattered to the floor. The sprinkle of blood splattering off the metal would have been alarming if not for the steady bleed soaking Ellis’ shirt.

I murmured, “Ellis?”

Ellis pressed his hand against the wound. Blood oozed between his fingers. Bright red. He tore his eyes away from his wound and for the first time since I met him, I saw fear in Ellis’ eyes. A memory of the new light’s horrified face as Derrik’s energy blade tore through him flitted through my mind.

This was worse.

“Primm.” Ellis blurted. I didn’t even have the time to question the name as Ellis’ eyes rolled to the back of his head and he collapsed.

“Uldrel!” Cyn screamed. Nylah sprinted to him, sliding to her knees by his side. I could hear Cyn’s footsteps leaving the room as they screamed for the medic again. Derrik was by Ellis’ side, just as quick as Nylah had been, and both worked to keep the Ascendant from bleeding to death. I stayed frozen staring at the unconscious Ascendant.

Ellis was too pale. The blood pooling on the floor too red. All of this too familiar.

My mouth felt dry as the image of Kennex bleeding out on Diomedes flickered in and out—mingling with the sight of Ellis in front of me and the thought of Kennex’s new eerie smile.

A loud, familiar voice joined the chaos, barking orders, but I couldn’t understand any of the words. Everything around me was muffled. Uldrel entered the fray and I watched uselessly as they got Ellis’ body up and carried it to the medbay, right past me, and out of my sight. It took me a second to realize Derrik had stopped next to me, and once I noticed him, we held each other’s stare. A few feet of distance between us. Derrik faced the medbay, and I the cargo hold’s ramp. I couldn’t read the emotion on his face.

Derrik rushed out of sight, to the medbay, and I stayed stuck. Slowly, I managed to walk to where Ellis’ large pool of stagnant blood sat. My shaking hand picked up the dagger. Red dripped from the metal, it smeared against my hand, and the burning symbols on the dagger glowed up at me, seemingly brighter, as if it were eager to taste Ascendant blood.
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- FORTY-THREE -

Ihad washed my hands several times, but I could still see the blood. Sitting on the floor in my bunk, back to the wall, all I could do was stare at my hands. Nylah had stuck her head in at one point to tell me Ellis was alive, but that could’ve been hours ago. The crew had otherwise steered clear of me and I didn’t blame them. I had nearly killed Ellis.

My eyes traced the glowing lines of the dagger again. Never before had I even heard a rumor of a weapon that could do what this one just did.

An incoming call beeped from my vambrace, and my breath caught in my throat. For a moment all I could do was stare. The new gear allowed video calls and when I answered I was disappointed to see it wasn’t Kennex. Though it had been impossible, I had still hoped.

Instead, it was Nomad.

“Seriously?” I breathed out in aggravation. “How’d you even get my comm link?”

“The spark,” Nomad replied, and I rolled my eyes. “We need to talk.”

“This is a bad time.”

“It’s important. We need to discuss the fact that your partner is an Ascendant.”

I clenched my teeth hard enough to hear them grind against one another and slowly responded with the little patience I had left. “Nomad, you literally could not have picked a worse topic.”

“I don’t care,” Nomad cut in sharply. “Your partner’s involvement with the Curator—”

“Can you not say that??”

“—puts the child at risk.” Nomad finished with a snarl. “Reagan is in danger with you.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” I snapped. “Reagan is with me, not Kennex. I haven’t even spoken to Kennex since—” I spun the dagger in my right hand to give myself something to do other than mentally stew over this. “Look, everything is fine. I’ll get Reagan to Flora. Just relax.”

Nomad shook his head. “No. No, you won’t.”

“Excuse me?”

“I am on my way.” Nomad declared. “Make it easy for us all and come to Sziklam as you had planned.”

Flora was a few days’ travel beyond Drucanna. This change would only lessen the journey by a minimal amount of time, but his words left me startled. How did he know our current destination? How did he know our trajectory would take us to refuel in Sziklam?

“If you do not agree or if you deviate from your path, we will have no choice but to meet you directly. I can and will track your ship, if necessary, Lucky Fox.”

Nomad wasn’t reacting the way a neutral bounty hunter with a protection detail would. This was the ideal situation. He had already been paid by Heisen who wasn’t capable of demanding a refund, and I was doing the work. I didn’t understand why he wasn’t kicked back on Pykail enjoying his paid vacation. I was starting to think I hadn’t given Nomad’s role in this nearly enough thought. I was under the impression I had more time to puzzle it all out.

“Why, Nomad? Why all this extra work on your account?”

Nomad shook his head. “It’s none of your concern—”

“No, it is my concern!” I snapped. “She is my concern.”

The bounty hunter hesitated for a beat, and I wondered if he was thinking or having a silenced conversation with someone else in his helmet I wasn’t akin to. Finally, he answered, “My client is adamant we get Reagan to safety as quickly as possible. She doesn’t trust you.”

“Your client is dead,” I scoffed, but when he didn’t reply I began to question every fact that I thought I’d known. The truth was, I had assumed a lot based on Orion’s reports. The thought tumbled from my lips slowly, “Your client isn’t Acolyte Heisen.” Still no response. I feared briefly Nomad had been working for the Curator, but my gut said no.

We may have come from different sides of Outer Orbit, but there was one thing everyone on the outskirts of law had in common and it was a general distaste for the authority of Ascendants and the Curator alike. Besides, he had let slip the female pronoun. ‘She doesn’t trust you.’ Not that the disclaimer narrowed the options down much.

“Who the hells are you working for, Nomad?” I demanded. “Who wants Reagan? And why? The only group scouring the system for her right now are those damned Ascendants. So why—”

“Don’t mistake your assumptions for fact,” Nomad replied. “As I’ve said before, we mean Reagan no harm. We only have her best interests in mind.”

“Your reputation only gets you so far, Nomad. I’m not risking her life based on the history of you staying true to the Dead Man rules we agreed on.”

Nomad chuckled, but there was no humor in the sound, “But you are content to risk her life yourself?” He motioned to me through the screen. “A known child trafficker kidnapped her from under your care.” I stiffened. “And let’s not forget the infusion attack on Caegra.”

“How— How do you know that?”

“I have my source.”

“No. no, you don’t get—”

“Have you ever given your moniker much thought?” Nomad cut in.

“What?” I shook my head at the sudden change in topic.

“The Lucky Fox. Have you thought much on it?”

“I’ve given it about as much thought as someone gives their name. Don’t change the—”

“It’s not your name,” Nomad replied with a shake of his head. “It’s a title. An announcement to the system around you. You are the Lucky Fox.” I narrowed my eyes in confusion. The deviation seemed nonsensical to me. I opened my mouth to argue, but Nomad continued. “Ari, you’re impressive. There is no denying your skill and talent. Your luck must come from somewhere though, have you ever considered that?”

“I make my own luck,” I mumbled out of habit.

“No, actually, I don’t think you do,” Nomad replied. He tilted his head. “I think you take it.” My spine stiffened at the accusation in his tone. “I’ve been watching your career for some time now. I’ve seen the wake of destruction you seem to leave in your path. I’ll ask again, have you ever given your moniker much thought?” Nomad asked. “Have you ever considered that you’re lucky because those around you are not?”

With a single sentence, years of self-doubt, fear, and anxiety collapsed onto my identity, and the fragile confidence my title brought imploded under the weight. It’s not that I had never thought about this. To hear it from someone else, a relative stranger, so plainly though… It would have hurt less if Nomad reached through the screen and sucker punched me.

“How many people have you pulled down to keep your head above water?”

I felt far from above water right now. My body was breathing, but the air brought me no relief. My lungs may have well been made of stone. I prided myself on always being on top, but I wondered how many bodies I was standing on to do so.

“I get it. I understand what it takes to survive in Outer Orbit,” Nomad added, his voice soft now. “I don’t fault or blame you for the evil necessities you may have had to take part in but don’t make the child pay for your sins. Don’t make Reagan suffer because of your pride.”

Deep down, I knew Reagan was in danger because of me. From the very start, when I tried to leave Orion and Reagan behind, I knew of the risks that came from them associating with me. Then after Geralt, it had only solidified, but in my desperation to not lose someone else I clung to her. But perhaps Nomad was right.

“I will contact you once you reach Sziklam. Shouldn’t be more than three days now.” Nomad said. “If you do not respond, if you try to run, you will leave me no choice but to give chase.” I locked my jaw and my gaze focused on a spot through the holographic screen to the wall across the room.

“And you know I find who I search for, Ari.”


[image: ]

- FORTY-FOUR -

Iwas spiraling. The hammering of my heart, the dryness in my mouth, the tremble in my hand were all tell-tale signs of a breakdown. I had drifted too close to the black hole of repression at the back of my mind and got stuck in its devastating pull. My body begged for movement— to fight, to run, anything.

Anything would be better than this stationary state of uncertainty.

“Ari?” Orion crossed the space without hesitation and rubbed against my calves. “Are you alright?” I didn’t respond. Nomad’s words came back to me. Orion had given him my comm link, but I wondered what else the spark had shared. “Reagan is asking about you. She wants to come see you, but I told her it would be best if I asked you first. Would you be okay with her company?”

Reagan was a smart girl. Even if the others hadn’t told her the specifics of the situation, I knew she’d probably puzzled out that I wasn’t in my right mind. Instead of conveying this to Orion, I let my default emotion flare up. My brow furrowed in frustration, “How long have you been speaking to Nomad?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Nomad knows more than he should,” I snapped. “He knows everything that’s happened here with us. He knows our itinerary. He—how does he know all of that, Orion? Have you been talking to him?”

“Of course not.” Orion looked aghast. “Why would I disclose that information to him?”

“How else would he know, Orion?!”

“Ari, I have spoken to the hunter no more than you.” Orion’s hackles rose as his irritation flared. “At his request, after last speaking, I gave him your comm link but I assumed you would approve of being the one to directly communicate with them. That is all.”

I hated that I didn’t believe him. Reagan had always been Orion’s number one priority. Maybe he was sick of watching me screw up at every turn. Maybe he was tired of me putting her at risk. With everything so backward and twisted in my mind, I couldn’t figure out if the suspicion was born of instinct or blinded by rage.

“Just—” I brushed Orion away and rose to my feet. “Just keep Reagan occupied.”

“Ari—”

“Not now.” I stalked out of the room. Orion didn’t follow and for that I was glad. Before I knew it, I stood at the mouth of the medbay. My hand had an iron grip around the dagger still, I realized. As I forced myself to tuck it away in my jacket’s inner pocket, a soft, familiar giggle gave me pause. I opened the doors and froze at the sight of Reagan sitting on the side of the cot where Ellis laid. He was sitting up, the cot adjusted to hold him, with his lips upturned in amusement. Both gazes shifted to me.

“Ari!” Reagan greeted and jumped off the cot. She rushed forward and I braced at last minute to keep her hug from tackling me to the floor. “Are you okay?”

“Am I…” I breathed.

The sentence couldn’t escape my lips. I stared up at Ellis who watched us. He raised an eyebrow at me in question. Blood was wiped off his skin, and clean, white bandages covered the right side of his chest.

“Ellis says you and him were sparring and there was an accident.” Reagan continued. “You’re not hurt too, right?”

Still, I was without a voice. Of all the fears I had, the last one I even thought about was how Reagan would look at me. I was so preoccupied with every other bit of guilt that I hadn’t even had the time to worry about her judgment. However, as she gazed up at me with those same wide, trusting eyes, the fear was nipped in the bud before I could even ruminate on it.

“Hey, Reagan, could you give us a minute?” Ellis called out.

Reagan glanced at him then back at me for confirmation. I gave a small nod and she responded with a smile.

“I’ll come back soon with the art stuff Nylah gave me so we can color!” Reagan called out to the injured Ascendant who chimed back with similar excitement. She gave me another hug, one that I only barely managed to reciprocate, and rushed out. I stood in shock a moment longer.

“I…” I swallowed the lump in my throat and drifted closer. “You told her it was an accident?”

“It was.” Ellis shrugged then flinched at the movement.

“No. I threw that knife at you with intent. I—”

“You’ve thrown dozens of knives at me,” Ellis replied. At this point, I could hardly find the comparison accurate. “Did you know this knife was going to be different from any other?”

“Well, no. I was just angry and I—I wasn’t trying to—I didn’t know it would—”

“See? Accident.”

The boredom in his voice made me scoff. I hurried the rest of the distance between us and leaned my hands on the side of his cot. “Ellis, you nearly died.”

“But I didn’t,” He argued. I stumbled through another half thought out sentence just for him to interrupt me. “You’re freaked out about the wrong thing. What the frak is up with that knife?”

I knew Ellis was annoyingly nonchalant, but this was a whole new level. Rather than fluster myself trying to argue further, I pulled the dagger out of my jacket pocket. Ellis flinched at the sight, and I immediately tried to hide it away again.

“No, wait. Lemme see it.”

“Ellis…”

He held his hand out expectantly. I sighed and handed it over. As Ellis gripped the handle, a brief intrusive thought flashed through my mind. Would he try to hurt me as I hurt him? He claimed it was an accident, but perhaps that was just a ploy. Ellis though simply looked over the blade curiously.

“You got this off Diomedes when you found Reagan?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Killed the infusion with it.” Ellis lifted his gaze to me and I nodded. “Not by bleeding it out either, I don’t think. I just—I stabbed it through the skull.”

The Ascendant hummed in thought. He traced one of the glowing sigils with a finger.

“I asked Uldrel about those symbols once, but he said it’s old Otri. He can’t translate it.”

Ellis pulled a handleless throwing knife from a side pocket on his pants and nipped at the skin on his abdomen. Gold light peeked out from the break of skin and he tucked his blade back where he got it. Before I could ask what he was doing, he turned my dagger in his hand and with one swift pull he dragged the tip of the metal across the skin of his palm. I cried out, startled, and snatched the dagger from his hand. “What the frak is wrong with you!?”

“I’m experimenting.” Ellis winced but continued to poke at the bleeding wound on his palm. Bright, red blood pooled in his hand. I dropped the dagger onto the metal table by the cot and picked up a handful of gauze to press to his injury. Ellis watched the struggle. “I haven’t seen my blood in forty-eight years.”

“There’s something wrong with you. You’re fraked in the head.”

Ellis chuckled again and pulled the gauze off. He stared at the torn flesh in surprise. His morbid fascination with it was difficult for me to understand. I had seen enough of my own blood to last multiple lifetimes.

“I thought I was gonna die.” Ellis’ voice was forlorn rather than angry. I pulled Uldrel’s stool over so I could sit on it.

Chest heavy with guilt, I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Ellis.”

“Don’t be.” Ellis finally looked away from his hand to meet my gaze.

“But I—I hurt you. I nearly killed you. You looked so scared, and I—”

“I’m not scared to die, Ari,” Ellis said. If he were just playing tough and trying to hide the fact, I couldn’t see it written on his face. Instead, he glanced back to his hand. “I felt a lot when I got stabbed, but I wasn’t afraid of death.” After a beat, he met my gaze once more. “Do you think an Ascendant deserves an afterlife?”

I didn’t spend a lot of time looking at Ellis. Usually, I tried to ignore him. That could have been the reason why I didn’t recognize the pure curiosity in his eyes. The stark, cold shade of blue had an almost childlike sense of wonder and sincerity.

Unperturbed by my lack of response, Ellis added, “It wouldn’t be fair. We get so many years in this life.”

“I don’t think Ascendants spend a lot of time thinking about the afterlife, Ellis.”

“You’re probably right.” He sighed. “Shame though, don’t you think?” Ellis readjusted his position on the cot. “At the time of my Ascension, I didn’t give that kind of thing a second thought, but knowing what I know now… Scrap, I didn’t realize what I could be giving up for this life.”

I thought about the only reason I’d ever crave for the afterlife as he did and shook my head. “Did you lose someone?”

“Yeah,” Ellis admitted.

“Was it Primm?” I asked. His eyes widened in surprise and I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Before you passed out, you said that name.” Ellis nodded and I pressed a bit further, curiosity getting the better of me. “Who were they?”

“I met a woman on a Khareesian colony world. We fell in love.” The look on my face must have been easy enough to read. “That can’t seriously be that difficult to believe. I’m capable of love, kit.”

“Guess I’m more surprised someone was able to fall in love with you,” I replied out of habit. “Sorry, I—”

“Aether, will you stop trying to coddle me?” Ellis groaned. “You already stabbed me, and I think I’d prefer getting stabbed again than listening to you grovel.” My lip twitched up into a half smile. Oddly, that eased my guilt more than his claims of it being an accident. “Anyways, I met her during my thirtieth year as an Ascendant. Thirtieth or thirty-first. Right around there.” Ellis chuckled. “What’s ironic is, I can’t enjoy an afterlife with her because I’m Ascendant, but I never would’ve met her if I hadn’t been one. Neythelle and I were doomed from the start.”

I opened my mouth and paused, going over his words once more. “Neythelle? Wasn’t her name Primm?”

“No.” Ellis hesitated for a beat before glancing down to pick at the bandage on his chest. He cleared his throat. “Primm is my daughter.”

My natural instinct was denial. I couldn’t imagine Ellis with a child. He was practically a large child himself. The longer I thought about it, the more it began to make sense. Ellis had always been surprisingly patient and good with Reagan.

“I, uh, how… how old is she?” I stuttered out.

“Now? Eleven.”

I had even more questions than when this conversation first started. He had a daughter just barely older than Reagan. Ellis spoke as if the child’s mother had passed, but it sounded like Primm was alive.

“I don’t even know what to ask next, Ellis.”

“Never thought I’d see you speechless, kit.”

“Yeah, well, I never imagined you’d be a dad.”

Ellis chuckled, “Listen, I never did either. Hells, I swore I’d never have a kid.” He motioned toward me. “Derrik told you I’m a Blood Ascendant, right?” I nodded. “Neythelle knew that too. She understood I never wanted kids. Didn’t want to take the risk. Course, accidents happen.”

Ellis gave me a pointed look as he said the last of his statement. I scoffed, “Ellis, please don’t compare your failing birth control methods to me stabbing you.” He barked out a laugh that turned into a hiss of pain as his hand hovered over his bandage. “So, what happened?” After recovering, he raised his eyebrows with a smirk, and I held my hand up. “I don’t need to know details about conception. What happened after?”

“I fell in love again.” Ellis said. “The second I saw Primm… Everything changed.” He leaned his head back against the cot with a quiet sigh. A dopey smile graced his features and I barely recognized the annoying sharpshooter. “I would’ve given up anything and everything for my girls, kit. I swear it. But, to keep them safe I had to keep a distance.” His smile fell. “My parents and siblings already hated me for leaving them to join Derrik’s fireteam, but if they found out I had a kid?” Ellis’ hands clenched into fists, but he grimaced and unclenched his injured hand. Blood sprang up from the strained wound. “Neythelle had family on Drucanna so I moved them out there. Figured they’d be safest there. I got to see them every few months.”

“On Drucanna?” I asked in shock. The last word I’d use to describe the frozen wasteland was safe.

“No one hates Ascendants more than the Dracck.”

“I’d say Khareesians give them a run for their credits.”

“Nah,” Ellis shook his head, “The Age of Illumination disciples think we’re freaks, but the world itself is still aligned to Illyarium. They’re allies. Plus, I’ve met a disciple or two obsessed enough to want to study Ascendants. They’re fraking screwy if you ask me.”

I had never realized the difference.

“Anyways, um, word got out.” Ellis blurted. “Don’t know how, but one of my siblings heard about Neythelle. Went after her.” I grimaced at his words, knowing the direction it was going. “He tracked her down and, uh, killed her. Luckily, he didn’t know about Primm. Didn’t find her.”

“I’m so sorry, Holt,” I said.

“It’s okay. I’ve mourned, and my brother got what he deserved.” Ellis locked his jaw. In my opinion, his sibling deserved death, but that wasn’t a fate an Ascendant could meet— until now apparently. Ellis noticed my stare and slowly shook his head. “There are worse fates than death, kit.”

I wasn’t quite sure what he meant by that nor was I sure I wanted to know. What was obvious though was how little Ellis wanted to speak on that any further. His eyes had darkened as the worse side of these memories invaded to taint the pure ones of his daughter.

I cleared my throat to grab his attention. “Where is Primm now?”

“Still on Drucanna. The nation of Tenavvar. She lives with her grandparents. Neythelle’s side, obviously.” Ellis replied. “I haven’t seen her since her mom passed. That was six years ago.”

“Wait, six?” I asked. “That’s when you and Derrik left the Ascendants.”

“Yeah, that’s why I left.” Ellis nodded. “Figured if I got labeled akhylas by following Derrik out then the Rames dynasty would consider me as good as dead. They wouldn’t dig into Neythelle’s family any further. Primm would be safe.”

Derrick had made it sound like Ellis left solely for him. I rested an arm on the side of the cot and leaned on my hand. “How come you don’t see her again? Seems like enough time has passed. Even if you don’t stay long, a quick hello is better than nothing.”

“It’s not worth the risk,” Ellis argued. “Primm is safe, and that’s all that matters.”

Thinking back, I recognized the look in Ellis’ eyes right before he passed out. I had labeled it fear as he bled, but it hadn’t been fear at all. It was regret. I wondered if my father had ever felt an ounce of it. Briefly, I felt jealous of this little girl living on Drucanna. She didn’t have a father there to hold her hand through bad days, but it was at least for a noble reason. Ellis was trying to keep her safe. The same couldn’t be said for the man who left me behind.

“What was her last name? Neythelle’s?”

I had a suspicion about the answer now after hearing Ellis’ story, but I was hoping to hear it all the same. Ellis looked confused at my line of questioning, but he nodded once. “Holt. I took her name.”

“I like seeing this side of you, Ellis,” I chuckled. “Maybe I should nearly kill you more often.”

Ellis’ smirked. “That’s more like it, kit.”

A comfortable silence surrounded us. I pointed to the gold marks on Ellis’ chest. “What’s up with this?” Ellis glanced down as if he weren’t aware of his own skin. “You and Derrik’s matching golden tattoos.”

“They’re Ascension marks,” Ellis snorted in a tone that insinuated I was an idiot for not knowing.

“How am I supposed to know that?” I asked dryly. “Why would I—” Ellis grabbed my hand and I flinched, but the familiar feel of calluses gave me pause. Ellis had them on the pads of his fingers rather than his palms like Kennex. He pulled my hand to the center of his chest to lay it over his marks. A raised scar, about an inch long, was hidden amongst the shimmering gold. “…you have a scar.”

“All Ascendants do,” Ellis replied. “To ascend, you have to die.”

The Ascension ceremony was a secretive ordeal, but Ellis’ words made sense to me. They were killed and that last mortal scar lingered.

Uldrel walked in and if he was surprised to see me by Ellis’ bedside he didn’t act it. The medic grunted to himself, “You better not have touched your bandages, Ellis.”

“Relax, old man—”

“Holt cut his hand with the dagger.”

“You did what!?” Uldrel roared and stomped over like a solar storm rolling in. Ellis narrowed his eyes at me in a glare, and I simply winked at him before picking the dagger up off the medical tray to tuck away. While the medic berated the injured Ascendant in harsh, angry Otri, I made my leave.

The hallway outside the medbay was empty, but I only managed two steps out into the cargo hold when Derrik’s voice startled me. I spun to see him leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. Any anxiety and guilt that Ellis stemmed flared up once again.

“You okay?” Derrik asked.

“Don’t ask me that.”

“Why not?”

The soft tone he used bothered me. It bothered me more that he’d check in on me as if I was the one who nearly bled out and not his best friend. The notion was ridiculous.

“Ari, nobody blames you,” Derrik said.

“You’re wrong.” He pushed off the wall with a furrowed brow, as if ready to argue, but I shook my head. “I blame me.”

Accident or not, I still hadn’t come to terms with the facts. Ellis was a right pain in the ass, but no part of me wanted him dead— which was actually quite the development to learn. Yet, my hands were the ones covered in blood. Nomad’s point was burrowing its roots deeper and deeper into my soul. “If it weren’t for Uldrel, Ellis would have died.”

“But he didn’t.”

“That’s not the point!” I snapped. “I’m a walking hazard. A curse to the people around me.” It was only a matter of time before the damage done ended up being permanent. Derrik narrowed his eyes into a glare, but I pointed at him. “Don’t. I saw the way you looked at me after it happened.”

Derrik hung his head with a sigh. “That had nothing to do with you.” When he met my eyes again there was a newfound determination present. He took a step closer, and I took a step back. “I was caught off guard. Can you blame me? I’ve never, in all my years, seen or heard of a weapon like that.” Derrik took another step, and this time my retreat was blocked by the pillar of the cargo hold bumping into my heels. He took advantage of the hindrance and closed the space to cautiously grasp my elbow. “The dagger is the curse. Not you.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Then help me understand, Ari.”

I scoffed and focused on a spot behind him. Staring at the wall was easier than his powerful gaze. “I poison everything I touch.”

“We don’t see that. I don’t see that.” Derrik argued. “Here with us, all I’ve seen is passion. You feel so strongly about things, and I admire that. We all do. Aether, Ari. The universe has taken so much from you, but all you do is continue to give. How is that poison? How is that a curse to anyone but yourself?”

I shook my head and tried to pull away, but Derrik wouldn’t let go. He wouldn’t let me pull away. The touch barrier between us had been broken, and he was taking full advantage of that fact. “You’ve barely known me. All of you. Give it time and you’ll see the cracks in me. You’ll understand what I mean, and you’ll wish you had gotten away when you had a chance.”

Derrik’s hand tightened around my arm. “I didn’t realize you thought so little of us.”

“What?” My eyes widened. “No. That’s not— This has nothing to do with who you guys are and everything to do with me.”

“That’s not what I’m hearing,” Derrik replied sharply. “You’re using our image to punish and berate yourself. As if we couldn’t care about you because of your history. As if we were insincere and shallow in who we choose to accept into our lives.”

I sucked in a sharp breath.

“This entire crew is made up of sinners. People who have hurt others, who have skeletons in their closets, but despite that we’re all a family. We love one another.”

My entire life, my insecurity and anxiety were so focused on punishing myself, I never considered the insult that it was to those around me. I was so caught up in denial, of insisting to those around me that I was a mistake to care for, that I never realized the dismissal I cast on those who tried. Kennex came to mind, as he always did. How painful had it been for him to try and love me relentlessly only for me to insinuate that I didn’t believe him?

How exhausting must that have been?

“Stop that.” Derrik breathed. His hands drifted up to grasp my shoulders. “I didn’t say that to make you feel guilty.” I hadn’t realized I wore what I felt so clearly on my face. “I said it because I want you to know that you are one of us. You have our respect and our love. All you have to do is accept it. Accept that we’re not going anywhere. No matter how hard you might try to push us away for some misguided belief. We’re here. We’re yours.”

I let my weight sink into the pillar behind me as tension began to seep out of my body, “Derrik…”

Derrik hesitated, I could see the moment of second-guessing flash across his features, but he carefully lifted a hand off my shoulder to cup my face. His skin felt hot against my own. A fire licking at my skin, yet I only found comfort in the enveloping heat. When he spoke, his tone was low and his words tumbled from his lips, “You deserve to be loved, Ari.”

As the words sunk in, I recognized what felt so special about his gaze. The way he looked at me right now made me feel like a woman. Not a weapon to be used, not a partner to adventure with, not a means to an end, or a trophy to capture and claim.

“I…” A churning anxiety filled my gut. A ringing in the back of my mind that I recognized as the signal telling me to run away. It wasn’t the first time I felt it. Anything that my soul registered as a change to my status quo sent up the alarms, and for so long I would listen. I was starting to realize that the gut instinct I prided myself on may also be my worst enemy.

“Don’t think. Feel.” Derrik murmured.

But I couldn’t. I stepped away and let his hand fall.

“Thank you,” I said out of confusion. I had no idea what else to say.

Derrik didn’t respond and I hurried up the stairs back to my bunkroom. Cowardice had kept me from running away with Kennex, and now it built a wall between Derrik and me.
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The map laid out on the table was old. The fact that the crew of the Nova had a paper map in the first place was one of the wildest things about them. Watching Cyn unfold the worn-out thing to place on top of the holopad they could’ve used instead was quite the sight.

Two days had passed since I nearly killed Ellis.

He had gone back to being his usual degree of aggravating, but every once in a while, I‘d see him flinch while pulling a jacket on or adjusting his shoulder holster, and guilt would sneak its way back in.

The Nova was approaching Drucanna. With warp speeds, it would take maybe another day. At which point we would land in Sziklam as planned. I hadn’t fully discussed what would happen in Sziklam with Reagan yet. I wasn’t sure how to broach the topic. If the doubts Nomad had planted in me hadn’t worked, my desperation to get answers from Kennex did. After seeing the announcement of his Ascension, an image that still haunted me, I was more eager to find him. I needed to travel to the Court to get to the bottom of this whole ordeal. The problem was, I could not, would not, take Reagan with me to Illyarium.

“I must not be understanding you.” I sat up in my seat. The paper map was littered with notes and different colored arrows drawn in various directions around the worlds. The scrawled handwriting was barely legible. Cyn was pointing to Drucanna’s moon rather than the world itself. One of them, at least.

Drucanna had an unusual gravitational pull. The planet had a habit of dragging in its moons to chew up into shards that would get trapped in its cyclic nature. The result was a world hidden in the shade as remains of the moons blocked out Sol. Still, there were a few moons that avoided this fate and one became a way point for travelers. “We need to land on Drucanna. Not Dwojrn.”

“That was the plan, yes, but considering the recent drama, I’m thinking we stock up on the moon and warp back to Outer Orbit,” Cyn repeated. “It’s safer to hide out there than in Middle or, Aether forbid, Inner.”

“Recent dram—What the hells are you talking about, Cyn?” I interrupted my own disbelief. “The plan hasn’t changed. We’re still stocking up on Sziklam. The only difference is now we’re gonna drop Reagan off there instead of taking her to Pykail!”

The room was silent at my outburst. Derrik stood at the head of the table. Nylah sat across from me, and Ellis in his usual chair. Even the sharpshooter had no retort to my words.

“What’s so difficult to understand about that?”

Cyn straightened and crossed their arms. “Your stupid idea isn’t difficult to understand, it’s just ridiculous.” I pushed to stand and the others tried to chime in. “You’re seriously going to just give her up? Hand the kid over to some random bounty hunter!?”

“What else am I supposed to do? My hands are tied!”

“No, they’re not!” Cyn scoffed. “We keep her. We protect her. She’s part of this family.” I rolled my eyes and that seemed to annoy the pilot further. “I’m serious, Fox! You and the kid will be safer with us in Outer Orbit—”

I glared in their direction. “I’m not going back to Outer Orbit. I’m going to Illyarium. I’m going to the Court.” For emphasis, I roughly jabbed at the map on the table. “Reagan can’t go and I thought you guys were going to take me there like you promised. That’s why she’s safer with Nomad.”

“Aether help us,” Cyn groaned. “Are you still on about your partner?”

“Cyn,” Derrik warned in a low tone.

“This has always been about Kennex. He’s the reason I started this fraking trip.”

“Ari—” Nylah tried to calm me, but it was too late for a soft reassurance. We hadn’t argued to this degree before, but I always knew a fight with Cyn would be explosive. Our anger was much too alike for it not to be. I found myself happy that Uldrel was watching Reagan down in the medbay with Orion. I didn’t want her to hear me vehemently argue for her absence.

“You’re willing to put Reagan’s life at risk for a lost cause,” Cyn said.

I locked my jaw and stepped toward the pilot who stood on the same side of the table as me. They turned to meet my challenge, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nylah stand. A slight orange glow to her hands. Still, I pressed forward with a shake of my head. “I’m not giving up on Kennex. He needs me.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Cyn laughed bitterly. “Don’t you get it? He’s an Ascendant now. He’s officially joined their ranks and he’s living a life in paradise.” I shook my head. I refused to believe it. I couldn’t. “Ellis and Derrik know it.” Ellis had his arms crossed and he stared at Cyn without a word or sign of acknowledgement. Derrik hung his head. “If the Curator approved his announcement on the news like that, it means Kennex sold out.”

“Cyn. Stop.” Derrik snapped.

Cyn threw a hand out to motion toward me. “She’s in denial, and it’s gonna get Reagan or us killed!”

I grabbed them by the collar and slammed them onto the table. A grunt of pain left their lips as the map crinkled under their back. Ellis jumped up to help, but Nylah was already there. The woman must have crept around the table while I was seething because her glowing glove of pliable plasma was in my peripheral vision.

“Let them go, Ari,” Nylah warned. “I don’t want to hurt you…”

She didn’t finish the remainder of the phrase, but the threat still hung in the air. Nylah didn’t want to hurt me, but for Cyn she would.

The pilot stared up at me, lips pressed together, but there was no anger or frustration in their eyes. Only pity. Cyn’s metal hands lightly wrapped around my wrists, and they slowly sat up. I stumbled back a step. Nylah let her hands fall to her side— orange energy dispersing as she did so.

“I’m sorry, Ari,” Cyn spoke as slowly as they moved. “Kennex is a lost cause, and we can’t make decisions based on a delusion.”

Cyn had always been blunt. I just never expected them to say the words they were saying now, and I never expected them to sound so true. My name was whispered again by the others in the room, and the sadness in the tone jarred me. I let go of Cyn and turned to make my way to the hatch in the corner.

“Ari!”

My mouth was dry, and my throat felt thick. I slid down the ladder, boots landing roughly on the metal walkway and tried to make it to my room. I only stumbled a few steps before I had to grasp the walkway railing and lean against it. Tears threatened to spill from my eyes, and I squeezed them shut to prevent the action. I knew Cyn was right. Kennex shouldn’t be a priority. He was alive and well, from the looks of it, and that’s what mattered. What pushed me to Illyarium, other than the need to see him with my own eyes, was the pain of being left behind.

I wasn’t sure what hurt worse right now. The thought of Kennex turning his back on me or the knowledge that it had been inevitable. I could only hold him back for so long. He had given me half a million chances to escape by his side, but I constantly chose the fight over him.

A warm hand settled on my shoulder and my eyes snapped open in surprise. Derrik stood beside me concerned. “Ari?” I lifted a hand of my own to rest on his. “You wanna talk about it?”

“No.” I shook my head. “No, I don’t.”

“Ari—”

“I said no. I’m fine.”

He squeezed my shoulder once. “Ari, I think—”

“Derrik.” I forced out a breathless, exhausted laugh. “The last thing I want right now is your pity. Seeing it in Cyn’s eyes was enough for one day.”

Derrik’s eyes widened at my statement. Dismay flashed in them. His hand shifted on my shoulder to cup the back of my neck. “It’s not pity, Ari.” He whispered. “Maybe that’s what you think you see, but it’s not pity. It’s pain. It’s—”

The ship’s lights exploded into sparks as the entire structure lurched then spun.

My gut fell as my feet rose from the walkway, and I felt Derrik wrap his arms around me before we went flying right over. I flipped in the air, disoriented, as Derrik held tight. The corner of something slammed into my back, making me arch in pain, but the ship stopped moving and we slammed into the floor. The force broke Derrik and I apart. I heard a crack as my head bounced off the floor followed by high-pitched ringing.

Overhead, the Nova’s emergency lights hadn’t kicked in. Instead, the alarm lights filled the hold with a dim, red glow. Dazed and dizzy, nausea rolled over me as everything continued to spin. It took a few seconds to realize the ship had grown still, and all the spinning was internal. I closed my eyes and when I reopened them the spinning had subsided. I rolled over on my side to find Derrik. He was a few feet from me, unmoving, and dread overcame me.

“Derrik?” My voice sounded muted. As if I were speaking underwater. My eyes struggled to focus as I crawled to his side. The cargo hold was littered with supplies that had fallen out of boxes and other items that had been stored away. In our fall, I had landed on the cold, hard metal floor of the cargo hold, but Derrik’s body had a different trajectory. He had fallen onto the area where cargo was typically stored, but as we were currently carrying nothing of import or export the space was barren save for the latches that would strap the cargo in. The raised latch had pierced through Derrik’s chest, tearing muscle and flesh, and the red light reminded me of blood. “Derrik?”

I was trapped in my nightmares as my hands grasped at Derrik’s chest. No, no, no. His eyes were as blank as his mural, staring up at the ceiling. I was frozen in indecision. I didn’t know what to do. What was I supposed to do—

“Ari!” Uldrel’s voice was clear, snapping me out of my stupor, and I could hear the screaming of alarms through the ringing at the back of my head. He knelt on the other side of Derrik and reached across the lifeless body to lift my chin. He turned my head to the left and right looking for injuries. “Are you alright?”

“Derrik? Derrik, he—Uldrel, you have to—”

“He’s fine, Ari. Did you hit your head?”

“He’s not fine! He’s—” I couldn’t bring myself to say the word. Derrik wasn’t dead. Kennex wasn’t dead. Uldrel pushed my hands aside, and with a grunt of effort pulled Derrik’s body off of the latch. Despite noisy alarms and the ringing in my ears, I could still hear the disgusting sound of cracking bone and squelching flesh as he was separated from the latch. Uldrel set him on the floor and seconds later Derrik’s body glowed. The flash of light was bright enough to force me to blink, and when my eyes reopened, Derrik sat up with a gasp. Ascendant. Derrik was Ascendant. Kennex was too. It was as if my broken little head had completely forgotten.

I lunged forward and wrapped my arms around Derrik’s neck. He didn’t hesitate to mimic my actions as he breathed into my shoulder. “Kark. Ari, are you alright? Uldrel?”

“I’m fine. Ari hit her head.”

“What?” Derrik pulled me away from him so he could examine my face in the dim light. “I tried to take the blow but—Are you—”

“It doesn’t matter.” I waved away the concern, and Derrik frowned at my words. I turned to Uldrel as my sanity sank back into place. It took the controls just as a raging headache began to form behind my eyes. I flinched. “Reagan. Where is Reagan?”

Uldrel motioned back toward the medbay. “She’s lying on a cot. Orion is with her. Her arm is broken.”

“What?” I jumped up and the quick motion had me swaying as the room spun around me. Uldrel and Derrik were quick to rise and keep me from falling. I tried to push past them, to get to Reagan, but their hands kept me in place.

“She’s fine. I gave her enough medicine to knock her out then I reset her arm. She’s sleeping right now.” Uldrel said. His words were only mildly reassuring to me. I wouldn’t find peace until I saw the girl with my own eyes. “I’m more worried about you. How bad is your headache? Is your vision normal?”

The emergency lights finally kicked into place, and I winced as the cargo hold was flooded in a steady, white light. It was dimmer than usual, but much better than the red. Uldrel repeated his questions as he pulled me from Derrik’s hands to examine me closer.

My head hurt something awful, and I was seeing double, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. He’d put me out too, and there was something very wrong. Uldrel’s fingers brushed against a tender spot on the back of my skull and I hissed. He pulled his hand back and his lavender fingertips were stained red.

“I think you have a skull fracture,” Uldrel said.

“Let’s get you to the medbay,” Derrik added. They both tried to lead me toward the door, but I stepped back and away from them. With a few more blinks, my eyes focused and the double vision improved.

I studied the mess of a cargo hold and stepped further toward the middle as I avoided any of the debris. Uldrel and Derrik called out to me once more, but I held a hand out to quiet them. The room grew silent. Too silent. The usual telltale hum of a working engine was gone.

“We’re not moving.” Both men saddled up beside me as they came to the same conclusion. “What in the hells just happened?”
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In emergencies, the Nova would automatically close off sections. It was to prevent ship-wide destruction or death in the case of a hull breach. Every room would lock itself up. Flight deck, dining room, engine room, cargo hold, and medbay. Each section became a stronghold until the emergency was overridden. Uldrel had access to bypass the medbay’s emergency lock, in case of a larger emergency, which was how he got to us in the cargo hold. However, we had no access to any other part of the ship.

“We’re in rough shape,” Ellis’ voice spoke over the ship’s intercom system.

Derrik stood at the doorway of the medbay communicating with him. Uldrel tried to tidy the wrecked space, keeping busy, and I sat on the cot with Reagan’s head in my lap. She was out cold, arm braced in a temporary sling, but I still dragged my fingers through her curly hair.

“Cyn is hurt and bleeding. I tried to stem it best I could, but they need Uldrel. Especially since they won’t stay the frak down!” The last bit was clearly directed at the pilot. “Nylah is trying to get onto the flight deck, but we can’t bypass it.”

“Orion is trying to get up into the engine room from the elevator’s crawl space,” Derrik responded. Thanks to Orion’s odd habit of exploring the ship’s ducts and crawl spaces, we had a slight chance. Right now, it was our only hope of reaching the others. “Does Cyn have any idea what happened? Were we breached?”

A scuffling sound came over the intercom, followed by angry muttering, and then Cyn’s voice crackled to life. “Sorry, captain, but until I get onto the flight deck I won’t know for sure.”

“You have an idea though. I can hear it in your voice, Cyn.”

“Yeah. About that.” Cyn dragged their words out. They sighed, “We were knocked out of warp. No space debris or meteor can do that.”

Derrik and Uldrel froze. I swallowed a lump in my throat. We all knew what Cyn was insinuating, but nobody wanted to be the one to say it aloud. Finally, Derrik unlocked his tense jaw to speak. “You’re saying someone purposefully knocked us out of warp.”

A hesitant pause followed by Cyn’s response, “Yeah. That’s what I’m saying.”

An attack. This hadn’t been an accident of poor fortune. The ship had been deliberately attacked. Worse, whoever it was had yanked us out of warp just as Cyn said. That took serious technology or manpower to accomplish. Warp drives liked to stay in warp once they got going. Interrupting that cycle was no small feat.

A flicker at the back of my mind went off, like my broken head was trying to remind me of something I already knew, but my headache throbbed and it was lost. The shot of pain medicine Uldrel gave me managed to curb the worst of it, but it hadn’t completely cleared the concussion fog.

The intercom went dead suddenly and Derrik barked out to them. It flared back to life just as quickly as it had gone silent. Ellis chuckled, “Sorry, I nearly killed the cat.”

“I am not a cat,” Orion’s faint hiss cut through the intercom’s baseline static.

Uldrel crossed the medbay and pushed Derrik out of the way to speak into the intercom. “Orion, come back down now. I’m going to give you supplies to carry back up to use on Cyn. Nylah, I need—”

“It’s a piercing wound,” Nylah interrupted. She was one step ahead of the medic, and I could hear a tremble in her voice. My fingers continued to rake through Reagan’s hair. “When we rolled, all the chairs were thrown about and the metal leg of one went through Cyn’s left side.”

“Left?”

“Yes. The lower end of the left upper quadrant,” Nylah specified. “We sawed off the chair leg, and I wrapped their torso with the leg still in them.”

“Good, good—”

“But, I’m worried. How do I know if any organs were clipped?”

Uldrel shook his head. “We won’t know until we get them down here and I can use the scanner. I’d give it to Orion to carry up there, but it won’t fit through the vents.” Orion raced back into the room and jumped onto the foot of the cot I sat on. “He’s here. I’m going to send him back with supplies then I’ll walk you through it.”

“Take your time, Jedos,” Cyn called out as cheerily as they could, but there was pain laced in their voice. “I got to watch Ellis saw off the leg to his precious chair so I’m doing great.”

“Yeah, congrats, you finally got my chair from me,” Ellis responded. “Was it worth it?”

“Not really.” Cyn coughed. “Feel free to take it back.”

Uldrel ignored their comments and raced around the room to find and collect the right supplies in the scattered mess. Rather than follow the medic, Orion padded to Reagan and I. “Are you okay? You look pale, Ari.”

“I’m fine,” I replied curtly. Tensions were high between the spark and I after our confrontation about Nomad. Feeling guilty about my snippy answer, I cleared my throat. “Any luck getting into our systems?”

Orion shook his head. “No. I’m still trying, but whatever fried the Nova’s system has kept me from accessing it. I don’t think I’ll be able to access ship controls until we reboot the entire thing.” Uldrel barked out the spark’s name, but Orion hesitated. “After I deliver the supplies, I am going to try to access other parts of the ship through the vents. I will attempt to reboot the system myself.”

“Spark!” Uldrel yelled.

Orion hurried to the medic who wrapped the bag of supplies over the spark’s head. Without another word, Orion left and Uldrel went back to the intercom ready to provide instructions. It was only then I noticed Derrik had slipped away. Carefully, I climbed off the cot and laid Reagan’s head down as softly as I could.

“Don’t venture far,” Uldrel commented as I passed him, and I didn’t even have the energy to offer him a quip in return. I knew the medic was too stressed to fully appreciate it anyway.

Derrik stood in the middle of the cargo hold staring upwards. I stepped beside him and watched him look over every inch of the room.

“I don’t think this is Ascendants,” I said. It had been a thought I let brew in my mind as I sat with Reagan. Derrik glanced my way and I elaborated. “It doesn’t feel like something Ascendants would do. No offense, but your kind isn’t sneaky. You have no reason to be.”

“No, I agree.” He nodded. “That leaves your walk of life.”

“I know.”

If the Ascendants and the Curator weren’t involved that still left a long list of possibilities. Hunters coming for my bounty, hired mercenaries coming for my head, Recluse himself coming for vengeance. It was a shot in the dark.

“Now what?” Derrik asked.

“What?”

“Is this some kind of tactic? Why haven’t we seen who’s behind this yet? What comes next?”

I let his words roll around in my fractured head. Kennex and I had never done this before, we didn’t have the tools necessary to knock someone out of warp, but we had this conversation. I know we had. The headache behind my eyes made it difficult to grasp hold of the memory, but I could imagine Kennex’s voice.

A ship wasn’t dead until… until…

“Until it’s cold and dead,” I mumbled. The moment I spoke, clarity slammed into me. Eyes wide, panic in my veins, I turned, and sprinted back to where Uldrel spoke into the intercom. I shoved him, holding my thumb to the microphone’s button, and cried, “Orion, get clear of the engine room!”

As if on cue, the ship rocked with a distant explosion. The force knocked me from my feet and I fell back.

Derrik was close enough to reach out and cradle the back of my head so it didn’t slam into the floor again. As the ship stilled, the emergency lights flickered out of existence and the low hum of the heater kicked off. We wouldn’t lose air, not yet. The scrubbers were located on multiple parts of a ship to avoid that kind of catastrophic failure in case of an overheating engine or explosion, but without the heat flowing this ship would grow very cold, very fast. As ice collected over the hull and permeated into every inch of the Nova it would eventually hit the scrubbers and once that happened, we would have no other option than to abandon ship.

Derrik pulled me to my feet and I scanned the room to see Uldrel had used his body to grasp the edges of the cot and keep Reagan from falling off. Once sure the ship was stable, he straightened his stance.

“What was that?” Uldrel asked.

“They’re on board,” I gasped. “Whoever did this is on board.”

Derrik went to the intercom and began to call out for the others. When that didn’t seem to immediately work, he tried to hail Ellis on his communicator with no success. I could hear the squeal of feedback from Derrik’s ear anchor. Communications were being scrambled. Derrik moved back to the intercom to attempt that again. Despite knowing I’d run into the same issue, I still attempted to reach out to the spark.

“Orion?” My response was only the high-pitched feedback of the link being scrambled. “Orion, do you read?” Again, nothing. “O?”

I felt sick to my stomach and it wasn’t the head injury. All I could imagine was Orion getting caught in the blowback of the engine exploding or being sucked out into the vacuum of space. I shouldn’t have taken so long to remember the usual path of an attack like this.

“I’m sure Orion is fine,” Uldrel said. He’d cracked a few emergency lanterns and scattered them around the room for light. It allowed me to see my breaths coming out in a fog of warm air.

A chill formed on my skin. I walked back to Reagan while shrugging out of my jacket to lay over her body. The girl at least had long pants on rather than shorts so her legs were covered. I tucked the sides of my jacket in around her to trap a bit more warmth.

“You need covering as well, Ari,” Uldrel argued. He stood at the cot’s side and began to peel his own coat off. I waved it away and instead activated my suit. It was the warmest thing I could wear in this situation. Uldrel nodded once in approval before laying his coat on top of Reagan as well. His thick coat covered her legs where mine couldn’t. I tried to question his actions, his thick arms now bare in his plain t-shirt, but Uldrel shook his head. “Nights on Otradu are cold. I can last longer than you and Reagan.”

“Your…” I paused, noticing the empty space around his neck, and motioned to my own with my hand, “Your mask? Where is it?”

“It flew off when we were pulled out of warp. The filter cracked.”

My eyes widened. “Uldrel, you need—”

“I’m fine.” He interrupted once more. “We have more pressing matters.

“Ellis? Nylah?” Derrik shouted over the intercom. “Someone answer me! Come on! I need an update on—”

“Frak.” Ellis cursed, interrupting Derrik’s demands. “Get Uldrel. We got a problem.”

Uldrel hurried back to the intercom. Nylah’s shaky voice filled the air, “It came out, Uldrel.” The fear and horror in her voice was palpable even through an intercom. “I—I can’t stop the bleeding. They were standing when the explosion happened and they fell and it—Uldrel, I don’t know what to do. There’s so much blood. I don’t know—”

The line suddenly went dead. Uldrel slammed his hand against the intercom’s panel three times, but it did nothing but produce static. Derrik brushed him out of the way, in haste rather than annoyance, and broke the outer panel to get to the inner workings. With the internal communications cut, the Nova was officially down for the count.

Reagan was still out cold on the cot, and I couldn’t help but continually look over to her to ensure she was still safe. Even with both coats draped over her, I could see her small frame shiver. I brushed a strand of her hair out of her face and behind her ear. Ships lost in space without a working engine never lasted very long. Crews either died of exposure or asphyxiation. It was just a race between the two.

The sudden, whining sound of a plasma weapon firing told me we didn’t have the time to see if exposure or asphyxiation would get us first.
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- FORTY-SEVEN -

The bright purple flash of a plasma bolt lit up the entire room. Derrik grunted, either in surprise, or pain and stumbled back while clutching his throat. Gold light spilled through his fingers as he collapsed back. Derrik’s head lolled to the side, facing me, and I stood frozen gazing into blank, unseeing green eyes. My mind wasn’t processing the situation nearly as fast as I needed to. Was it the concussion or was it seeing Derrik without life in his eyes for the second time today?

“Ari!” Uldrel cried. My gaze snapped away just as Derrik began to revive.

Automatically, my hand dropped to grasp the dagger on my thigh only to realize in my post-concussion haze I had stupidly activated my suit right over the dagger’s sheath. Worse, I now had to stare uselessly as Uldrel was forced to his knees with an abnormally shaped hand cannon pressed to the back of his head. Illegally customized. It was the first thing that came to mind. The dead giveaway was the twisted metal and haphazard weld marks that shifted a double-barrel rifle into a one-handed cannon.

“Hands where I can see ‘em or the magusnaut’s head’ll be splattered to bits,” The intruder spoke in a guttural growl. The harsh emphasis on certain words pointed to a non-native speaker. Slowly, I held my hands open at my sides. Palms facing out. “You too, Ascendant.” Derrik cursed and I glanced his way. He was knelt on one knee and the white glow from his energy sword amplified the murderous intent in his no longer empty eyes. “Now or never.”

Derrik, teeth clenched, opened his hand and allowed the blade to fall. It deactivated in the air and the hilt bounced against the ground.

The man stepped further into the room allowing the dim light of the surrounding lanterns to finally touch him. He was heavy footed, boots stomping with each step, and he barely fit through the medbay’s doors with his broad frame and large belly. Four muscled arms in total— two large, meaty arms with smaller more dexterous ones under each— dark orange skin, spiraling horns protruding from his forehead following the curve of his skull and cutting through his jet-black fur-like hair told me he was Gorgonai from Gevneio, a distant minor world in Outer Orbit. The grime he was covered in, patchwork armor made from various colors and pieces in an almost disorganized array, and the swirling symbol painted in dried blood on his arm told me he was a Raider.

“I expected the Fox, but who would’ve thunk I’d find an Ascendant here.” The Raider chuckled. His rounded features didn’t seem overly threatening, but when he smiled it revealed yellowed teeth filed into pointed ends.

There were hundreds of raider factions throughout the Meridian System, and the only thing they had in common was they were depraved and sick bastards. They came from all avenues of life, in any and every species, but whatever they started as disappeared once they got sucked into the ranks. They became something else. Monsters. Legend always said if you stared too long into the blackness of space the blackness would soak into your very being.

Raiders proved that to be true.

“Who in the hells do you think you are to board my ship like this?” Derrik snapped.

“Who am I? Who am I!?” The Raider gave a full-bellied laugh. “I’m the void in the stars. I’m the whispered death ‘mongst travelers. I’m the bein’ darkness hides from.” His attempt at fear mongering via prose was lacking, but worse it was recognizable. It came with a reputation. I reminded myself rolling my eyes at this moment would be a very bad idea. He gave another sharp tooth, crazed grin. “I’m your demise, Ascendant.”

“Uru,” I sighed. “His name is Uru.”

Uru’s head swiveled back to me and he narrowed his beady eyes. “That’s Captain Uru, little fox.”

Most raiders either blurred together or died and were replaced before becoming known. Their ranks were more variable than even Recluse’s ever-changing henchmen. That being said, Uru was a staple. Of all the raiders in the system, his band of merry screwheads were the most put together of the bunch.

“Cap’n! Cap’n!” a scratchy male voice called while mingling with the ramblings of a female voice as rushing footsteps rushed to the medbay. Two figures formed out of the darkness as they squeezed past Uru. The man was Yarian at one point in his life, but now he was covered in open sores and filth. His too pale skin had a yellow tint that hinted at organ failure. His features were gaunt and hollowed out, like a walking skeleton, and he was covered head to toe in tatters of clothes rather than protective space gear. The woman was no better in frailty. Also Yarian in a past life, her dark skin was ashen and it was offset with the glowing purple of nether running through her veins. “Did’ja find her?”

The woman, high on nether, was losing her brown hair in patches and there were lined scars carved into her face that seemed purposeful in design. She pointed a trembling hand in Derrik’s direction. “God! He looks like the god!”

“That ain’t no god, Kir.” The man snapped. “Ain’t no god comin’ out here.”

Uru cursed in his native language, based on the angry tone the garbled speech held, then kicked the man in the side sending him sprawling. “Both of you shut the hells up!”

The bar for being put together was low.

“Cuff the Ascendant and the magusnaut.” Uru commanded.

The woman swayed and danced across the room while humming under her breath. The vibrant purple ring around her irises glowed even in the dim lighting—a sign she was at the peak of her nether high. She draped herself on Derrik’s shoulder with a giggle. She bit down on his ear hard enough to create holes of golden light.

“Kir!” Uru snapped. He lowered his weapon from Uldrel’s head as soon as the other lackey dragged the medic across the room to cuff to a cabinet. Uru strode closer and I could’ve sworn his steps shook the ground under me. “Where’s that boy? Where’s Gaze!?”

The lackeys gave contradicting answers, voices rumbling over one another, but a more clear— more recognizable— voice chimed in. “I told you. That’s not my name.”

Haze, the last face I expected to see, strolled into the medbay with the same greasy smile that haunted me on Acheron. My features twisted at the sight of him, but Haze’s eyes grew brighter seemingly at the sight of my disgust.

“Ari, Ari, Ari.” Haze clucked his tongue. I didn’t respond. As Haze approached me, Uru went back to barking at his raiders who had begun arguing with one another over something insignificant. Haze stepped close enough that I could smell the Acheron liquor on his breath. “Did you miss me?” Either the medicine Uldrel gave me was wearing off or Haze’s presence was worsening my headache. “Did I leave the chatty, little fox speechless?”

“Why are you here, Haze?” I snapped.

“For you, of course,” he mocked. I could feel Derrik and Uldrel’s gaze on me. “Recluse misses his favorite little chew toy.”

Haze reached out to pinch my cheek, and I swung on him. My knuckles made contact with his jaw and his gangly form fell. I hadn’t thought. My body just acted. In response, Uru stampeded across the room and grabbed me with one of his larger arms. His three fingers tangled in my hair and pulled hard enough to lift me to my toes.

“Get the frak away from her!” Derrik roared.

“Put her down, you Gorgonai screwhead!” Haze yelled.

Uru ranted in his own language and threw me down to turn on Haze. I grunted in pain and lifted my head to check in on the others. Derrik and Uldrel were bound. The raiders buzzed around them annoyingly. The woman, Kir, was licking Derrik’s neck while giggling. Reagan was still sleeping soundly on the cot, but the arguing men were too close for comfort.

“You work for me,” Haze yelled.

“Work for you!? I don’t work for nobody!”

It looked as if Uru was a second away from pounding Haze into the floor and I hoped he would. Haze got into the raider’s face and snarled. “If you want that nether, then you’ll obey!”

Uru growled under his breath then cursed and crossed his arms. Haze rolled his shoulders cockily and stomped back to me. Knowing what was coming, but knowing retaliation wasn’t an option, I braced. The second he was in reach, Haze backhanded me across the face. Uldrel and Derrik shouted, and I tried to get the room to stop spinning.

“Since when did you have a spine, Haze?” I spat.

Haze knelt and grabbed me by the hair and pulled me to face him. “You and Recluse have been underestimating me for way too long. I’m gonna prove my place here and now.” Maybe it was the head injury, but I began to laugh. Haze yanked harder on my hair, but it didn’t quell my chuckles. “What’s so fraking funny!?”

“You think Recluse is ever going to respect you?” I asked. “You screwhead.”

Haze shook me with a scoff. “You wouldn’t be laughing if you knew what Recluse had in store for you, Ari. And you know what? If I can’t get respect, I think I’ll settle for watching him peel the skin from your body.” Haze nodded his head to the side. “Especially when he finds out you befriended a fraking Ascendant. Derrik Russell, no less.” He threw me back and stood. “What? Was our company not good enough for you?”

I scrunched my face and scoffed, “You’re kidding, right?” I jutted my chin out. “I’d befriend Captain Uru before staying with you lot.”

Uru grunted in the background as if in agreement. Haze scoffed and threw his arms up. “Frak it.” He pointed at me. “You’re coming with us, and if you don’t want your non-Ascendant friends to die then you’ll come with no fight.” An argument and insult all rolled into one sat on my lips, but I bit it back. I thought of Uldrel with a plasma weapon plastered to his head. I thought of Ellis who was still healing from being stabbed. I thought of Cyn bleeding to death just upstairs. I thought of Orion who could already be gone. I thought of Reagan with her broken arm sleeping on the table. All the fight in me died. It was the same as those moments where I’d war against Recluse only to quiet the second Kennex was at risk. Technically speaking, Haze was giving me the best option. I go with him, and the others stay safe. “Deal?”

“Ari.” Derrik snapped and I looked away from the floor to where he sat. Based on the panic in his eyes, he knew what I was thinking. Uldrel, seated just beside him, looked furious.

Haze clapped his hands impatiently, “Well!?”

“Fine! Deal,” I snapped. “Why’re you still talking? Let’s get this over with.”

Haze ordered Uru to grab me, and the raider stomped over. I let him pull me to my feet and didn’t fight when he clamped the cuffs around my wrists.

“What the hells are you doing!?” Derrik pulled against his restraints. Uldrel sat beside him with solemn features but a clear understanding. We didn’t have another option. Derrik thrashed again and Kir, who hung off him, laughed in his ear. “Ari! Ari, stop!” He threw his head back to headbutt the raider. Kir’s nose was crushed and blood poured down her face but she only laughed harder. “Fraking fight back, damn it!”

Uru threw me over his shoulder and it became easier to avoid Derrik’s glare. He had to understand this was for the best. The clock was ticking for everyone on board the Nova. If I got the intruders away, it would give them the chance to get help. Haze marched out the room and I could hear him making a call on his communicator.

“Kir! Zox’a! Come!” Uru grunted. Kir danced over, dripping blood, and Zox’a kicked Uldrel in the side with a snicker before rising as well. “Where’s Yarnal and Figga?? Are they done scavenging the upper deck?”

“Dead, dead, deader than dead,” Kir sung. “They got kill’t.”

That boded well for the others upstairs. I couldn’t imagine Nylah or Ellis having trouble ridding themselves of some scraggly raiders. Kir danced past Uru, ruffling my hair in the process, but I didn’t even find a complaint to snap at her. Instead, my eyes focused on the other raider who was lingering in the medbay staring at Reagan on the cot.

No, no, no. Walk away. Just walk away.

I held my breath praying the raider would lose interest.

“Hey, Cap’n.” Zox’a called out and Uru paused. “Should we take the kid?”

Uru huffed, “She’s broken.”

“Only ‘er arm.” Zox’a argued. “If ya can’t train ‘er, we can always sell ‘er.”

“Fine—”

“No!” I thrashed in Uru’s arms. “That’s not the deal!” I tried to bring my knee to my chest in a poor attempt to harm the Gorgonai holding me. “You’re here for me. Me!”

Uru shook me roughly and I accidentally bit my tongue hard enough to draw blood. “I’ll take whoever I damn well please, little fox! Shut yer trap. Zox’a, grab the girl!”

Any fight that had been numbed by my concussion came back in full force. It didn’t matter to me that my head was pounding or my vision was wavering. I screamed and thrashed as roughly as I could. Zox’a picked up Reagan and sloppily tossed her over his shoulder. I was vaguely aware of Derrik and Uldrel yelling as well, but I could barely hear anything over my hoarse cries of anger or the pounding of my heart.

Uru turned sharply, shaking my body, and my head hit the corner of the doorframe hard enough that the crack echoed through my skull, and everything went dark.
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- FORTY-EIGHT -

When I woke among the trees of Diomedes, I screamed.

The urge to rip something apart with my bare hands was overwhelming. It was the most monstrous I had felt in quite some time. I craved the fight. I craved the bloodshed. I craved the simplicity of destruction for destruction’s sake. It was easy, like breathing.

It was the sound of my laugh, echoing amongst the trees, that stopped me cold. I looked over my shoulder to see a sixteen-year-old version of myself on her hands and knees. Blood pooled on the white carpet beneath her. She lifted her head to meet my gaze and the inferno in her eyes cast away the chill in the air. Blood dripped from the gash through the end of her left eyebrow and the curved wound under that same eye. During my first official training session with him, Recluse had slammed my head into the corner of his desk. It left me with the scar on my face— the only publicly visible evidence of his abuse.

“You’re never going to break me,” She laughed at him. The same rust red coated her teeth and left a ghastly smile.

I crouched down to come face to face with the ghost of myself and mumbled the same words Recluse had spat in my face in response.

“I’m not trying to break you. I’m building you into something better.”

This time the image of me didn’t fade in a puff of smoke. Her form grew out of focus and blurred but the burning fire in her gaze morphed into the same haunting glow of the Infusion’s eyes. Now, I wasn’t crouched down face to face with myself, but instead the wolf. I reminded myself, weakly, that this was just a dream, but the smell of death on its breath sent a chill down my spine.

“Why am I here?” I demanded.

“To learn.” It spoke more clearly than I had ever heard it. “To learn your role.” I tilted my head and waited for it to continue. “To be shown your creation. You, a being that is insignificant. Insignificant. Insignificant.” My jaw clenched. “To rise, you must know your fall.”

“I know who I am,” I argued.

“You know, but you do not understand.”

The Infusion huffed in my face and walked past me. I rose unsteadily and turned to watch it. It walked to the shadowy tree line at a casual pace. Only after it disappeared amongst the trees did I hear its voice again.

“Will you follow?”

I stayed rooted in place.

“Ari!” The next voice was faint, and it was not the wolf. I knew it, but I couldn’t place it.

“Ari!” It was a shrill scream bouncing from branch to branch. Deafening in volume.

“Ari!” My blood ran cold, and it froze me. “Ari! Ari!”

I was scared.
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- FORTY-NINE -

“Ari!”

My eyes snapped open. Raucous laughing made me wince, the volume only worsened my headache, but my name being whimpered out in a cry once more cut through the noise. I sat up, ignoring the wave of nausea that nearly overwhelmed me, and searched for Reagan.

We were on a dirty, run-down flight deck. Panels of metal were pulled from the wall, loose wires hung free, trash spilled in corners, and dried blood splattered in layers across the floor. Raiders of all shapes and sizes milled about. I recognized Uru sitting in the Captain’s chair which was shaped in twisted metal and jagged shapes. Sitting on the floor by his boot was Reagan. Tears filled her eyes and she was near hyperventilating.

“Reagan!” I screamed and scrambled off the floor to rush across the room to her. I only got a few feet forward when the ground was ripped from under me. I hit the floor hard and the room burst into laughter again. Glancing back, I saw a chain welded around my ankle and pinning me to a spot on the floor. “Scrap!” I tried to reign back my fear and panic when I looked back to Reagan who was reaching out to me but was being held back by Uru. “Reagan, it’s gonna be okay. I promise. It’s gonna be alright.”

“Ari!”

“Get your filthy paws off her,” I snarled at Uru and pulled myself as close to her as I could. My right ankle, knee, and hip ached at how hard I was pulling at the metal. “Uru! You son of a whore!” I slammed my fist against the floor. “Let her go!”

“Calm yourself, little fox.” Uru laughed along with his raiders. My suit was still on, but when I glanced at my vambrace to see if I could activate my shield, I noticed a clamp covering the screen. It was the quickest way to disable the bells and whistles of armor. Usually, it got used if someone couldn’t puzzle out how to peel their enemy out of the suit itself. “I mean the girl no harm.”

“Ari, I’m scared,” Reagan whimpered between tears.

“I know, I know.” I gasped. “Just—It’s gonna be okay, alright? You still trust me?”

Reagan nodded weakly. She looked relatively unharmed, just upset. Her broken arm, which Uldrel had put in a brace, was clutched to her chest as her entire small frame trembled. She sniffled, “I want Orion.”

The reminder of the spark pained me.

Uru motioned for a raider to come closer. I recognized Kir. “Take the girl away. She’s a distraction.”

“No,” I snapped. Kir picked up Reagan with a coo and I couldn’t tell if the sound was mocking or not. “Stop!” I tried to reach further out as Kir carried Reagan toward the door on the other side of the flight deck. Reagan screamed in her arms and suddenly bit down on Kir’s neck. Kir yelped and dropped Reagan who hit the floor harshly. She was quick to bounce up and sprint to me. I pushed up to my knees just in time to catch her in a tight embrace. “Reagan.”

“I don’t wanna be here. I wanna go home. Where are the others?” Reagan sobbed in my shoulder. “Ari, please.”

“We will. I’ll get us home, I promise.” I saw Kir closing in and held onto Reagan tighter. “Just hang in there, okay sweet girl?” The term of endearment my father used to use for me slipped out without intention. “I promise—”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” Kir spat at me and pulled at Reagan. I held tight to the girl with one arm but loosened the other to punch Kir in her already broken nose. She hissed and fell back. A few other raiders rushed in and clawed Reagan apart from me. Reagan screamed and the sound was one I knew would haunt me until the day I died. I thrashed and fought against the hands that pulled me back until a boot slammed into the side of my face and I fell to the ground limp.

I tasted blood in my mouth, choked on it as it filled my throat and nose, and when I looked back up, Reagan disappeared out the door. I spat out as much blood as I could and glared at the room around me. “You’re dead. You hear me? All of you are dead!”

“Save your threats.” Uru brushed aside my anger. “Gaze!” No response. “Gaze!?”

“I told you a thousand times, that’s not my fraking name!” Haze entered the room.

Uru stood and pointed to the console. “Call him. Call the Recluse. I want my credits an’ I want my nether.” Haze began to argue, but Uru wasn’t having it. His large hands rested on his hips as his smaller arms were crossed over his chest. “Now.”

Haze huffed in annoyance and worked the secondhand console. The monitors were dusty and cracked. Buttons were missing and only some lit up. Despite its state, the main monitor cast a shaky holographic screen. I recognized the sound of a call going through and, as if this situation couldn’t get worse, Recluse’s features appeared.

“The Recluse!” Uru shoved into the path and blocked my line of sight. “I have the little fox. Send me my due credits.”

“Move, you brute.” Haze scoffed. His voice took on a spindly, kiss ass tone. “Recluse, I found her. I got her. She’s—”

“Let me see her,” Recluse demanded, and it felt odd to hear his voice after all this time. The men stepped away from the screen, and Uru waved a large arm toward me. Someone from behind pulled me up by my hair to my knees. It must have put me in view of the camera because I watched as Recluse’s neutral face shifted into a menacing grin. His golden canines shimmered in the poor holographics. “Oh, darling. Look at you.”

I spat in his direction. Recluse chuckled and shook his head.

“You cannot even begin to imagine the trouble you are in.”

“I have a pretty good guess,” I snapped back at him. “Gonna cut out my tongue?”

“At this point, cutting out your tongue would be a kindness.”

Haze bounced in place like a giddy child, “See? Told you, boss! Got her just for you. Can I—”

“Shut up, Haze,” Recluse snarled and Haze slumped. “You, Uru—”

“Captain Uru, to you.” Uru grunted.

Recluse ignored him. “—do not get a damned token or an ounce of nether from me until she is in my grasp.” Uru opened his mouth to argue, but Recluse pointed at him through the screen. “Listen here, you Gorgonai piece of scrap. Haze knows where to meet me. You will bring her. Only then do you get your reward.” Recluse’s gaze slid back toward me. “I will be seeing you soon, darling, and I plan on teaching you a lesson you will not soon forget.”

I knew Recluse was looking for a rise out of me, and rather than respond I flipped him off. He barked out and the screen on his side shook as he pounded his fist into something. Recluse’s anger suddenly simmered and I furrowed my brow in hesitation. Recluse chuckled and ran a thick hand through his beard. “I will give you the time until I see you next to think of your apology to me.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” I scoffed then shrugged. “Actually, never mind, please do.”

“Maybe you have forgotten, but I am all you have left, darling,” Recluse said. His mocking tone made me stiffen. “Last I checked, your partner in crime abandoned you for greener pastures.” My teeth clenched together painfully. “That’s right. I saw Kennex’s little debut. I do not know how he conned his way into the Curator’s fold, and I do not rightly care. You are mine and mine alone now.”

Before I could retaliate, he ended the call. Haze was muttering under his breath and I could see his frustration coming to a head. I snorted, “Did you think he was going to sing your praises? Recluse doesn’t care about any of us. We’re just a means to an end for him.”

Haze huffed and faced me. His wild eyes were simmering with anger and what I’d guess was jealousy. An emotion I couldn’t fathom on this topic. Haze motioned to Uru. “Have your men grab her. We need to keep her busy.”

Uru barked to the raiders on the flight deck. Arms grabbed at me from behind and I tried to push them away. The raiders, three it felt like based on the hold they had, wrestled me down until I laid flat on my chest. A hand pushed my face to the filthy floor. Haze’s boots filled my vision and he knelt down.

“I’ll bring him his favorite little toy,” Haze chuckled, and I heard him rummaging through a bag, “but I wanna play first.”

The bodies holding me down flipped me over, and Haze grasped my jaw. Before I could puzzle out his intentions, I felt a vial being pushed past my lips. The liquid pouring against my tongue made my skin tingle and the smell of liquid nether filled my nostrils— sharp and reminiscent of burning rubber.

I tried to spit out as much as I could. It splashed down my chin and cheeks. Haze grunted and tossed aside the vial to grab another. I thrashed as he forced it into my mouth once more. This time a hand clamped down over my mouth and nose until my body involuntarily swallowed it down.

Everyone released me and I laid in shock as the electric tingling traveled across my tongue and down my throat. My body felt heavy, as if it were fused to the floor, and my heart raced out of my chest. Haze’s face was all I could see. Laughter echoed around me, disjointed and distant, while the colors of the room began to swirl into an undistinguishable mess. Suddenly, the floor crumpled and I found myself free falling through a void to the center of the universe.
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Icollided with a solid object and my armor shattered into thousands of pieces. Slowly, I pushed up and recognized the raider’s flight deck again. My headache was gone along with any other pain I had collected. The space was empty of any others. I was alone.

“Reagan?” I called out with no response.

My vambrace and pauldron were gone, and something wrong with my body. I moved my arms in front of me and it left a trail of mist with each motion. As if the particles that made up my being weren’t quick enough to keep up with my intentions. My veins didn’t glow, but all the black scarring on my left arm from the infusion attack was illuminated bright purple.

“Will you follow?”

I spun in place to see the infusion standing in the doorway staring at me with dead yet expectant eyes. It tilted its head and spoke again without moving its mouth. “Will you follow?”

“Do you know where Reagan is?” I demanded.

The infusion offered no response. My first step toward it was hesitant, but the ones that followed were firmer. I followed the Infusion out the door and into an equally empty hall. The space here was just as filthy and torn apart as the flight deck. Our slow steps were mostly silent as we walked down the hall together. I glanced over at the Infusion to see its attention was not on me.

“Why?” I mumbled.

“You’ve already asked ‘why.’”

“I asked ‘why am I here,’” I replied, “I want to know why you’re here.”

“We are one.” The infusion turned at a fork without pause. I continued to follow. “We have been since you killed me.”

I shook my head, “You can’t kill what’s already dead.”

“My body may have been deceased, but I was not. My spirit was not. My responsibilities were not.”

“What responsibilities could an infusion have?”

“I am no infusion.”

My feet came to a halt. The wolf paused as well and turned to look back at me. I stared at its form. A walking carcass oozing ichor. Flesh rotted away to showcase aging bones. This was the picture-perfect image of an infusion. I didn’t understand.

It tilted its head. “You already asked what I was, and I answered.”

I tried to recall back and found the answer came easily. “A guardian of the dark. A god long dead.” That still made no sense to me. “I don’t—I don’t understand. So, you’re… you’re like Aether or Erebus?”

The creature walked, and I followed. “Aether and Erebus are not gods.”

Uldrel’s words flittered through my mind.

“Empyreans. They’re empyreans.”

“Bodies of power, not beings of omnipotence,” It confirmed. “I was here before them, and I will be here long after.”

“But I thought you were dead.”

“For now.” It stopped again and looked up at me. “You are powerful, Ari Barlow, but even you cannot defeat death unless I allow it.”

“Are you… Are you trying to say that you’re…” I paused, surely misunderstanding, “You’re death?”

“Death is a concept. A fact of life. I am simply a reaper. I guide souls to death.”

I shook my head in disbelief. This wasn’t happening. I reminded myself of the start, of the nether running through my veins. This was a hallucination. It had to be. My gut churned and tried to argue otherwise but I ignored it.

“Do not second guess yourself, Ari,” The being, the reaper, said. “I chose you for your attunement to the universe. You listen to what we have to say.”

“Chose me?” I scoffed. “Nobody chose me. I had a run of bad luck and ended up on a dead planet where I accidentally killed—” I didn’t even know how to properly refer to it. I didn’t want to admit what it said. “It was a coincidence.”

“You don’t believe in coincidences.”

“Don’t tell me what I believe,” I snapped.

It began to walk again and I followed. The reaper spoke in a simple and non-argumentative tone. “When our fate intertwined, I made a choice. When I tasted your blood, when I felt you use the dagger of Erebus, I knew.” My hand drifted down to the dagger strapped to my thigh. “You could carry out the burdens I have carried for so long. My mission was not a failure.”

“What mission?”

“The universe has been unbalanced for quite some time,” the reaper replied. We entered a larger room that resembled a dining hall based on the haphazard tables lying around. It led me through the tables across the room to where a staircase led up to a platform. It stopped at the base. “Aether and Erebus threw the balance off and I have been attempting to right the course.”

“How?”

“Empyreans do not die. They are simply reborn. As beings of power, of energy, they cannot be created or destroyed. When they pass, the energy of their soul is reincarnated,” It answered. “Erebus must be allowed to live a full life, and Aether must perish. The cycle of light and dark must be reset.”

All of this sounded absurd. I didn’t believe in the gods or empyreans. I opened my mouth to argue, but every word I thought of tasted of denial. I rubbed at my face, exhausted, and looked up the stairs. A pull in my chest urged me to climb.

“Let’s say any of this is true,” I whispered, “How am I supposed to trust you? You say you’re a reaper who takes people to their death. That sounds villainous to me.”

“I disagree. My job is not to drag, but to lead.” The reaper climbed the stairs and I followed. “The darkness can be frightening for some. I am but a hand to hold.”

When we reached the platform, my eyes landed on Reagan who laid on the floor sleeping.

“Reagan!” I slid to my knees and cradled her to my chest. Gently, I tried to shake her awake. “Reagan? Reagan, I need you to wake up. I’m here.” I felt the reaper sit behind me, staring over my shoulder, but my focus did not falter. “Reagan, please.”

“I meant her no harm,” it said. “I came to save her.”

“You wanted to save her?” I glanced back at the wolf. “I thought the acolytes summoned…” I paused. I thought they had summoned an infusion, but if it wasn’t an infusion in the first place that left a gaping hole. “You came to save her from the acolytes?”

The reaper nodded. “I’ve come generation after generation and I was always stopped at the threshold. The spell they cast would bar me. Prevent me from stopping their murder of Erebus’ reincarnation.” My eyes widened at its meaning. “This was the first time I got through.”

“What was different?” I held Reagan closer.

“Love,” the reaper replied simply.

My eyes widened. Acolyte Heisin. The woman who had fallen in love with the child she was supposed to raise for death. The woman— no, the mother who died alone in a bathroom to protect her child. The mother who fought the good fight knowing what her fate would look like.

“Exactly.” The reaper nodded. “Thousands of years, hundreds of lives that ended too soon, and finally a mortal stood to fight. Without her agreement, they didn’t have the power necessary to properly cast the spell warding me away. They needed eight willing souls to cast it.”

I glanced down at Reagan and brushed a strand of her hair away from her peaceful features. My gut was accepting this wholeheartedly and that terrified me. Reagan as the reincarnation of Erebus was an absurd thought, yet it rang so true in my mind. I turned to ask the reaper more, but found the space empty.

I looked around, but the wolf was gone.

“You were born to fight,” the reaper’s voice whispered through the air and it sounded like it came from everywhere all at once. “Whether you wanted it or not, you were born to be broken and remade over and over. The universe chose you, long before I, to rise. Rise, even when all you hope for is to lay your arms down. Rise, even if all you crave is peace.”

I slowly stood with Reagan in my arms.

“Continue to rise against all odds, Ari Barlow.”

I let my eyes close.
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When my eyes opened, the world shifted.

I stood in the same place, with the same weight in my arms, and now on my shoulders, but everything was different. My body ached, my mouth was dry, and the smell of metal hung heavy in the air. Not metal. I knew this smell.

I glanced down at the sleeping Reagan in my arms and my eyes widened. Blood splattered her features and clothes. I fell to my knees and rubbed at the splotches of red. Still fresh, it smeared, but my hands left more blood in their wake. Shakily, I took in the sight of my own skin stained with blood that was not my own. It soaked into my clothes and sat heavily on my flesh. My suit was deactivated but not gone. My pauldron sat on my shoulder and my vambrace was still on my forearm with the limiting clamp on it. Both metal pieces decorated in shades of red.

Looking over my shoulder, I sucked in a sharp, shaky breath. A strangled gasp at the gnarly wreckage surrounding me. Raiders were everywhere but they were in pieces. The room was painted in blood. A trail from the dining hall’s doorway to the platform I now knelt on. Two dead raiders lay on the platform specifically and I recognized the mauled and torn features of Kir.

“Oh, Aether,” I breathed. My entire body shook, and I struggled to pick Reagan back up. She groaned softly and I hurried down the steps as quickly as I could. I had to get her away from the carnage. I didn’t want her to see. As I stepped out into the hall, I gasped again as more raiders littered the floor. I followed the trail and recognized that it was the same one I walked with the reaper to find Reagan.

I tried not to let my gaze linger on the bodies I passed. The state they were in was horrific and it left me with a gut-wrenching realization. I had done this. The walk with the Reaper had not been a peaceful one at all. When I ran onto the flight deck, I nearly dropped Reagan in further shock. The sight of dead raiders had numbed me, but it was Haze ripped in half that froze me in place. Just behind him, Uru sat in his chair dead as well. His chest looked to be made of dark orange ribbons as his black blood dripped from the chair to pool on the floor.

“Frak.” I hissed and clenched my eyes shut as I held onto Reagan tighter. Aether. I wasn’t mourning these devils. They were monstrous and I had meant what I said when I told them they were dead, but not like this. Never did I imagine their deaths to look like this. Truthfully, it didn’t even bother me that these violent creatures met such a violent end. What bothered me was I didn’t remember. I tore them to shreds and couldn’t remember a second of it.

Reagan squirmed in my arms and I forced my eyes open to continue rushing past corpses. It took me a few guesses before I found the location of the escape pods off the side of the flight deck. When we climbed into one, I set Reagan down on the bench and immediately activated the pod. I didn’t bother with coordinates, I just launched us. The further away from that ship the better. The pod rumbled and not being strapped in I nearly toppled over, but I grasped the bench Reagan was on to keep steady. When the pod was independent, I activated the anti-grav cyclers and the coasting module, then shifted my attention to Reagan.

Unsurprisingly, the raiders’ pods weren’t well-kept, and I couldn’t find a first aid kit or even an emergency bag. However, I found a pile of rags and used the cleanest to wipe away as much blood from Reagan as I could. My hands shook the entire time.

When I was satisfied with what I managed, I fell back on my ass to lean against the pod’s wall. My arms rested on my knees and I studied the black scars along my left arm recalling the purple nether glow it gave off. I could attribute my actions to the drugs. Nether could make anyone violent. It was why Kennex’s mother nearly killed him as a child, but this went beyond the tales I had heard.

Reagan’s whimpers warned me she was beginning to rouse. I grabbed another rag, not caring for the stains that decorated it, and wiped away as much blood off myself as I could manage. “Ari?” I scrubbed at my hands. Reagan sat up suddenly. “Ari?”

“Hey, hey, it’s okay.” I threw the rag aside and leaned closer. Looking the way I did, a bloody mess, I didn’t try to touch her. Reagan’s eyes took in her clothes before snapping to me and she gasped. “No, no. I’m okay. You’re okay. It’s not our blood.” With no further preamble, Reagan pushed off the bench and tackled me. Not minding her broken arm, she wrapped around me with a sob. I rubbed her back, soothed by her lack of fear. “You’re safe, sweet girl. Promise.”

Reagan sobbed into my shoulder. I held her to my chest and leaned against the wall patiently while mumbling any reassurance I could think of. Still, as she fell asleep from exhaustion, I was numb. It was like the adrenaline hadn’t fully left me yet. I was tense and on edge, scared of something I didn’t recognize in me.

I closed my eyes for only a second and the sharp sound of static snapped them open. My body was slumped over, with Reagan still resting on me, and the blinking lights of the pod’s control panel indicated time had passed. A couple of hours. I gasped in surprise and rubbed Reagan’s back. She was lightly snoring tucked against my neck and shoulder.

The static flickered through the pod’s sound system again followed by a voice.

Orion’s voice.

“Ari? Do you read? Reagan? Ari?”

Somehow that was my breaking moment.

The tension left my body at the spark’s words, and heavy tears rolled down my cheeks. “Reagan? Ari, please respond. Do you copy?” I buried my mouth against the crook of my arm to muffle a shaking sob. Orion rang out three more times before I managed to shuffle across the floor to the control panel. Still holding Reagan, I reached up and opened the comm line. “Ari, do you—”

“I copy,” I gasped. “I copy, O.”

“Oh, thank goodness.” Orion replied quickly. “Are you and Reagan well? Are you safe?”

“Yes, and yes,” I replied. “Orion, are you—and the others—I—”

Orion interrupted my rambling, “We are all alive. Cyn was in critical condition, but they have stabilized over the last day.” The last day? I tried to puzzle out the time that had passed, but I was at a loss. It felt like less than a day to me, but from the sounds of it, that was wrong. “We see the escape pod you’re in on radar. We are coming to pick you up.”

“The Nova is flying?” I asked in surprise. The damage had been extensive, and I imagined only Cyn was going to be the one to get it up and working again.

“Not exactly.”

Orion offered no further clarification and I didn’t care enough to ask. I leaned my head against the panel and cleared my throat. “O, I’m so sorry.” He tried to interrupt again but I wouldn’t let him. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you before, and when the ship was attacked, I thought… I’m so sorry. I’m so glad you’re alright.”

“There is no need for apologies, Ari, and I am equally as glad that you are safe.”

“Reagan is okay.” I reconfirmed. “She’s uninjured except for that broken arm she already had.”

“For that I am eternally grateful,” Orion began, “but I am overjoyed that you are safe as well, Ari. You. Not just Reagan.”

I sniffled and nodded despite knowing he couldn’t see me. “Thanks, O.”

As we waited for rescue, Orion walked me through what I had missed. The engine room explosion had been a close call, but Orion avoided the bulk of it. He complained the edge of the explosion had rid him of one tail and mourned that he was now a ‘ridiculous, one-tailed monstrosity that could hardly be called a cat’ and I reminded him that he was not a cat at all per his constant statements.

After Reagan and I were taken, Orion managed to get onto the flight deck not long after. From there he gained access to the doors and was able to reunite Derrik and Uldrel with the others. Cyn was in bad shape initially, but Nylah had used magik to stabilize them as best she could for as long as she could. I could only imagine the cost. Nylah studied magik, but the practical use was different. A day had passed which meant time was missing from my memory.

“The Nova is docked in Sziklam.” Orion finished. “Cyn is very unhappy they have not been allowed to start on reconstruction.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” I chuckled.

The pod rumbled violently once, and Orion spoke up. “Brace, Ari. We are docking to you.”

I grabbed the edge of the bench and pressed my boot on the one across from it to keep us from sliding. The pod rocked again, more violently this time, and I grunted as the motion startled Reagan awake. I soothed her softly. “It’s okay. Orion found us.”

“He did?” Reagan sat up.

“Yeah.” I smiled at her.

The pod stilled, and I heard the hissing and locking of the outer rim of the ship that came for us. Carefully, I stood, and Reagan shimmed down to stand by my side holding tight to my hand. The pod’s door hissed as the air was pressurized and it popped open. Standing in the doorway was Nomad of all people in his black and gray armor.

His entire frame stiffened at the sight of us, and I was certain it was because of the now dried blood clinging to us. Reagan shifted behind me slightly, and I tilted my head. “Huh. With everything going on, I kind of forgot you existed.”

“Reagan!” Orion bounded through Nomad’s legs, and Reagan separated from me to catch him. She buried her face in his fur and I reached out to rest a hand on his head as well.

Nomad tried to speak, but the words were garbled through his helmet as an angry medic bodied past him. If I wasn’t so out of it, I would’ve laughed at the way Nomad bounced off the pod wall and fell back. Uldrel took up a bulk of the space in the pod and he pulled Reagan and I into a crushing hug. I was only able to hug back for a brief second as he pulled away to examine us.

“Skies be blessed!” Uldrel followed it with a string of curses and worried muttering.

“It’s not our blood, Uldrel,” I whispered.

Uldrel froze in his search for injuries and locked eyes with me. Whatever he saw in them made him purse his lips and give a worried nod. The sound of a panicked voice calling out my name grew closer and closer. Uldrel surprised me by cupping the side of my face and I leaned into his comfort. “You are safe now, Ari. Deep breath.”

I followed his instruction and sucked in a shaky gasp of air. Uldrel must have seen how close I was to shattering. He bent over to pick Reagan up and she didn’t hesitate to curl into his arms. She reached back for me and I gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Go with Uldrel. I’m right here, I’m not leaving.” Orion, who had been set on the ground, snapped his head back between us and I knelt to pet behind his ears. “Go with her, O. I’m okay.”

Orion hesitated for only a beat before following out after Uldrel.

“Ari!” I recognized Derrik’s panic. It was embarrassing how his voice physically melted away more of the tension my body struggled to rid itself of. Nomad had risen and straightened his posture in time for Derrik to barrel past him. His eyes widened when he spotted me, but he didn’t pause before enveloping me in a tight hug. My arms wrapped around his shoulders, and I buried my face in the crook of his neck with a trembling breath.

“Aether, Ari. You can’t do that.” He pulled back and cupped my face with his hands. Derrik’s frightened green eyes traced every patch of dried blood on me. “I thought—Aether, I’m so glad you’re safe.”

“I’m sorry.” I shook my head and bit back tears. “I’m sorry—”

“It’s okay. You don’t owe me that.” Derrik shushed me softly. “I’m just glad you’re back.” He rubbed my face again with a ragged sigh. “Aether, what happened to you?”

I shook my head again and let my head fall forward to rest against his chest. Derrik cupped the back of my neck and held me close. For the first time since Uru arrived, I felt my body finally relax. The fight was over. Nomad cleared his throat behind us, but I didn’t move an inch. There was a chance I could fall asleep standing right here in Derrik’s arms.

“We need to talk—” Nomad started.

“No.” Derrik snapped. Nomad went silent. The Ascendant shifted and I found myself lifted into his arms. “You don’t. Talking can come later.” Nomad tried to speak again, but Derrik was already on the move. “I’m serious, hunter. You even try to talk to her before she gets some sleep and I’ll rip that fraking helmet off your head and beat you to death with it. Understood?”

If Nomad responded, I didn’t catch it. I had closed my eyes and let my head rest on the broad expanse of Derrik’s warm shoulder. There was no telling if I dozed off or just plain zoned out, but before I knew it Derrik was murmuring my name and I had to force my eyes open.

The setting had changed. Rather than a decrypt escape pod, we were in a bunk room. It wasn’t my own or his. This wasn’t the Nova. Like mine though, it was small and simple. A bed and drawers were welded to the unpainted metal wall. Unlike mine, there was a large window with a view of the stars and a door that looked like it led to a private bathroom.

“I know you’re tired, but I think you’d feel better if you cleaned up first, Ari,” Derrik offered.

“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.” I nodded and gave his shoulder a light tap. Derrik carefully put me down and drifted toward a drawer. He walked backward to avoid turning away from me and pulled out a handful of folded clothes and a small bag of toiletries. “Where did you…”

“Courtesy of Nylah.” Derrik smiled. “They’re in Sziklam right now. All of them wanted to come. But Cyn needed to stay, and if we left them alone then they would’ve just followed after us, and if we left Cyn alone with Nylah then Cyn would just sway Nylah into following. So, we left Ellis—”

“To be the voice of reason?” I joked. “Ellis? Really?”

“We were desperate,” Derrik chuckled.

I took the items from him and slipped into the tiny bathroom. The first thing I noticed was my reflection and I flinched. All the items in my hands clattered to the floor and Derrik quickly called out asking if I was alright.

“I’m fine.” I lied.

Staring back at me was a monster. My skin was tinted pink from sloppily wiping away streaks of blood only for the remainder of it to dry. It almost looked like I had dark hair again with the way it was plastered down by dried blood. I lifted a hand to brush my fingertips against my features to check if I was real, and unfortunately, it seemed to be the case. A brief opportunity of luck shined through and I reached forward to turn off the electronic mirror. It went dark leaving me with only a shadowy, blurred form staring back.

I wasn’t sure if that was worse or better.
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Iwas clean, but I didn’t feel it.

No amount of scrubbing would rid me of what I’d done. I stayed in the shower long after the water ran clear. I knew my skin was unmarred, but every time I blinked, all I saw was red. When the hot water had run out, I stepped out to dry off and pull on the clean, comfy clothes that Nylah had packed for me.

The thick sweater and matching pants were not items I’d usually wear to sleep, but the weight of the material was oddly settling. I wondered if it was her intent. The more I thought about it the more sure I was. The clothing felt like a hug. I could imagine motherly Nylah pulling me into her arms and reassuring me that all would be fine.

When I exited the bathroom, I was surprised, yet relieved, to see Derrik still there. He sat on the edge of the bed, facing the bathroom door, with his elbows on his knees and his fingers laced. Everything about him screamed ‘forced calm’. Derrik wore a soft smile and his gaze was gentle, but the stiffness of his body and his white-knuckled grip was contradictive.

“Hey,” he breathed, “Feel better?”

“Much,” I said. Awkwardly, the bathroom door automatically shut behind me and I startled a step forward. Derrik chose that moment to stand and one of his hands came toward me in a placating motion. “I’m okay.” I shook my head and tried to casually wave him off. My attempt at nonchalance was probably as see-through as his had been. “Really.”

Derrik nodded, but nothing about his features said he believed me. He cleared his throat and reached over to a shelf where a glass of water sat by three white pills. Derrik held it out. “I know you aren’t big on medicine, but Uldrel came in while you were in the shower and was pretty adamant that you—” I took the pills and glass from him to take them all in one fell swoop. Derrik’s lips were parted in surprise and I finished the glass of water before handing it back to him. “Okay, uh, good.”

The medicine Uldrel left must have been from his expensive stash because it kicked in quickly. Any remnants of my headache were ebbing away and if I didn’t fight it, I could probably fall asleep. A portion of me scared to let rest find me. I had a sinking feeling I’d be plagued by nightmares and wanted to avoid that at all costs.

“Do you… want to talk about it?”

I knew I should. I should tell someone about what happened. The infusion—no, the reaper. The supposed truth behind Reagan’s attempted sacrifice. The devastation my hands were capable of. All of it needed to be shared, yet the denial that left my lips was unavoidable. “No.”

“Alright.” He wrung his hands and in any other setting, I’d find the Ascendant’s jittery energy comical. “Do you—Do you want me to leave?”

“No.” I hated the way my voice cracked at the end of the simple word.

Derrik’s shoulders lost a bit of his tension and when he held his hand out to me I didn’t hesitate to take it in mine. He led me to the bed and as I crawled under the covers, Derrik sat down on the side of the bed. His body acted as a barrier between the door and myself, but it made me feel safe rather than trapped.

I took a slow breath. “You can lay down. I don’t mind.” Rather than question it, Derrik carefully kicked off his boots and shifted to rest beside me. The bed wasn’t large which meant he was close. Close enough that all I had to do was lean forward and I’d be pressed to his chest. However, we stayed separate. Derrik kept himself on top of the covers. His head was propped up on his elbow as he stared back at me.

“Tell me a story.”

I didn’t realize the request left my lips until Derrik raised an eyebrow at me. “A story? What about?”

“I don’t know. Anything.” I shrugged. The deep breath I took filled my lungs with the fresh, clean smell of soap and fresh sheets. Better, I could smell Derrik. I didn’t know if it was the soap he used or his deodorant, maybe just him, but it was comforting. Plus, it was slowly ridding the lingering scent of metallic blood that haunted me. “I just wanna hear your voice.”

“Okay.” Derrik nodded. As he thought over the options in his head, I found myself studying his features for the thousandth time. I realized my mind wasn’t automatically comparing him to the mural on Acheron anymore.

That wasn’t the man lying next to me in bed. Not anymore.

This was just Derrik. Derrik who gave me all the patience in the system. Derrik who refused to let me pull away when my self-doubts became too much to bear. Derrik the protector, the friend, the haven. The motion of tracing the familiar lines of his face with my gaze was a soothing one. At this rate, I would have the freckles spattered across the bridge of his nose memorized like my favorite constellation.

He let out a soft sigh, “Do you know about Eanbar?”

I gave a small, noncommittal shrug, “Everyone knows about Eanbar, Derrik. You’ll have to be more specific.”

“Tell me what you know,” He chuckled.

“You’re supposed to be telling me a story, not the other way around,” I mumbled with a smidge of amusement. The whisper of a smile I didn’t think I’d be able to form yet. Derrik shook his head and shot me a mocking look of exasperation. “Fine. Eanbar is a dwarf planet between Inner and Middle Orbit. It’s a dead world. A net got put up like ten years ago or something.”

Derrik shook his head. “No. Not ten years ago. Seven.” A hesitance in his tone kept me from commenting on his correction. “And Eanbar isn’t dead. It’s haunted.”

“What do you mean?”

“Eanbar has a native population. Eins. They were a peaceful species. More than happy to share their tiny world,” Derrik said. “Illyarium is always looking to spread its hold and established a settlement there. At first, it did really well. Despite being a dwarf planet, Eanbar was surprisingly rich with natural resources and… Aether was it beautiful.”

I furrowed my brow at his breathless exclamation of its beauty. Nobody visited Eanbar anymore and anybody stupid enough to try didn’t come back. The net Illyarium had established in the world’s atmosphere prevented it. Any ship trying to pass through was electronically dismantled and their systems shredded. “But seven years ago, someone got sick.”

“Sick?” I questioned. “Wait, it was netted for disease? I always thought the wildlife there was considered too dangerous to coexist with the system?”

Derrik shook his head. “That’s the public story, and it isn’t entirely wrong.” He shifted in bed and the angle had my body sliding closer to him. I didn’t mind. “The wildlife didn’t react well to a new colony. We still don’t know what it was exactly. The waste formed from the colony’s working factory, the life support systems leaking something into the surrounding nature… Whatever it was, mutated some of the local creatures. The locals came to us with concerns because they had never seen their animals act this way— foaming at the mouth, twitching so violently their limbs broke, bleeding from open wounds.”

It sounded horrifying. I didn’t know what kind of creatures called Eanbar home or what they looked like, but I could imagine any living thing reacting this way to be quite the sight.

“The locals started referring to the infected animals as ‘the cursed’. One of the cursed got into the colony and it— it killed and injured a few Yarians before someone stopped it. Two dead, and three severely injured. That’s when the Ascendants were called in. I got called in.”

“You were on Eanbar before it got netted?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Derrik nodded. “My entire fire team was called in. Ellis included.”

“What happened?”

“We were tasked with finding and exterminating as many cursed as we could while a few Khareesian engineers and scientists were called in to examine the colony itself for the exposure site,” Derrik said. His hand lifted to anxiously run through his hair and I reached out to catch him by the wrist. He didn’t show an ounce of shock on his face as I pulled his hand away from his hair to rest between us. Derrik’s shoulders relaxed once more as I traced his knuckles with my fingers. “At first, it went okay. We kept finding a few in the surrounding jungles and took care of them. We got to a village though and it… it was a horror show.” Derrik was looking at me, but he wasn’t seeing me. Not right now. “The few Eins who survived, who we thought were just injured and sick like the Yarians back in the colony, looked like the cursed did. We tried to help but… the best thing we could do was put them down. Put them to rest.”

The act must have left its mark considering it still haunted him like this. He was a protector, first and foremost, and we had the same fear of failing those around us. I could imagine how he felt. “We went back to the colony to share the news, but they already knew. While we were gone the sick had worsened. Turned like the Eins had.”

It dawned on me only then that this was not going to be a story that ended well. Eanbar was netted by Illyarium, and dead, or haunted as Derrik said. This would only get worse from here. Still, I asked, “What happened then?”

“Malachi got involved,” Derrik said ominously. “He made the call. Said this disease was too dangerous to risk the rest of the system. It spread too easily, had a 100 percent death rate thus far, and we couldn’t find the source let alone a cure.”

“You said the call. What call?”

“To glass the planet,” Derrik admitted, and my eyes widened. Glassing a world involved setting a chemical fire and fanning it into an inferno. Allowing the flames and toxic fumes to devour every molecule of life the world had to offer until it was a wasteland of ruin and ash. I heard rumors in the past of this kind of action being done in the past when worlds were at war, but it had been systematically agreed upon to not let this kind of warfare ever return. “I had the same reaction.”

“Of course, you did. Any sane person would. There were innocent, noninfected people on that world. To kill them all for… Is he—?” I almost asked if the Curator was insane, but I already knew that answer. “What did you do?”

A part of me was scared to know. I didn’t want to hear a story of Derrik glassing a planet. The reason I asked though was because deep down, I knew he wouldn’t— couldn’t. That was an act the obedient myth painted on the mural would do. Not my Derrik.

“I argued. Gave the same points you just made,” He replied. “I said we should evacuate the planet of Yarians and Eins, but he wouldn’t budge on that. Said not knowing if the person was sick meant we couldn’t risk them leaving the world and infecting others. So, I said we’d do what we originally came to do and exterminate the problem. I was convinced that we could find an origin, a nest of some kind, and clear the planet of the Cursed.”

“Did he let you try?”

“He did. At my insistence. Back then, I had enough pull, enough of a reputation, to make that argument.”

There was a tense pause and I stopped tracing Derrik’s knuckles to instead lay my hand on top of him, squeezing it lightly. He swallowed thickly. As if a stone had been lodged in the center of his throat.

“And we tried. Found a huge pack of cursed. There were dozens upon dozens and we spent the day mowing them down as they came. I thought we had made a difference, but in the midst of that, we got a distress call from the colony. The spread of the cursed was more intense than we initially thought. A different pack had attacked and the colony was devastated. Only a few were unscathed. Everyone else was either dead or injured in some way— minor or not.” I winced at his words. Derrik nodded. “Yeah. At that point, the decision was out of my hands. Malachi insisted and we got pulled out so he could…”

“Aether.” I breathed in disbelief.

Derrik let out a sad chuckle, “Would you believe me if I told you that wasn’t the worst part?”

My gut sank. The answer was yes. Knowing the Curator, I was sure this could somehow get worse.

“That failure haunted me. It was all I could think about. Then, nearly a year to the day, Malachi told me he never glassed the planet. No, he put up the net to keep people off a diseased planet, not a dead one. He said,” Derrik scoffed but tears were collecting in his eyelashes, “He said, that because of me the innocent lives on that world died a bloody, painful, slow death at the hands of the cursed rather than the quick, merciful one he had planned. He wanted the ghosts of those men, women, and children— Yarian and Ein— to haunt me.” The chuckle he breathed out was forced and pained. “And they do. They still do.”

“Derrik, you can’t…” Automatically, I reached out to touch his face. I cupped his cheek and let my thumb carefully brush across his cheekbone. “You tried. You tried to save them all.”

“I failed.”

“Derrik—”

“That’s why I killed him,” he cut in. My eyes widened. Derrik nodded, the motion making his beard rub against the palm of my hand. “Malachi said that and I… I snapped. I killed him right then, and when he revived… The next day he announced my retirement.”

It was as if a final piece of the puzzle clicked into place. The one portion of Derrik I had been missing. Why he had become akhylas, why the rest of the Ascendants had turned their backs on him, and it was fitting. Derrik had been banished from the heavens of the Curator’s grace for being a good man— for doing what he believed to be the right thing. It broke my heart that his failure haunted him this way, but I could understand the desire to do good and only have it blow back in your face.

“I’m sorry,” he breathed out a light chuckle. “That was not the best story to tell you in terms of making you feel better, but I… I just wanted you to know.”

“Know what?”

Derrik slowly grasped the hand I had resting on his face and he dragged it down to his lips to press a soft kiss to my palm. I shuddered at the feel of his lips. “I wanted you to know that I’m not a good man. I’ve let Aether down. I’ve made mistakes that have cost people their lives.” He folded my hand into a fist—the hand covered in blood only hours ago, the hand Rozick had labeled cursed—and carefully kissed each knuckle. “Sometimes, you have to do something drastic to be the hero, and I’ve learned… There is no price too high to protect someone you care about.”

He was right and my lower lip quivered before I bit down on it. No price was too high. I didn’t need to ruminate on this any longer because at the end of the day, I did not regret my actions. If it meant Reagan was safe, my newfound family was safe, then I didn’t care. They were what mattered.

My hand fell from Derrik’s and I let it linger against his chest. My palm ran over the shape of something firm in his jacket’s chest pocket, and I let my fingers feel the edges of the hexagon there. Derrik sensed my curiosity and he unzipped the pocket to pull out the blue token. It was hardly worth anything. I chuckled and took it from him. “Why do you keep one random token in your jacket?”

“It’s not random,” Derrik said softly.

I stared at the token between my fingers then met his gaze with wide eyes. There was no way this was… I flipped the token over and took notice of the scuffs where the color had faded to plain bronze. “This is…” I sucked in a sharp breath. “Why do you have this?”

“I’ve kept it since you gave it to me.”

“You,” I shook my head, “You kept the token I stole off your altar?”

Derrik’s eyebrows furrowed as mirth filled his eyes, “Wait, you stole this off my altar?” I nodded in confirmation, and he laughed. “You never told me that.”

“I’m a thief, Derrik. I’m surprised you didn’t make that leap in logic.”

“I suppose that’s true. I haven’t had a moment of peace since you stepped aboard.” Derrik replied and I opened my mouth to argue the degree of my annoying tendencies, but he shook his head. “Not a moment of thought without you in it. Not a night’s rest without you sneaking into my dreams. Not a corner of my heart and soul that you haven’t claimed.” My lips parted as a shuddered gasp left them. Derrik took the token from my fingers and clasped his fingers around it in a fist. “You have taken all of me, Ari, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“What’re you… Derrik,” I replied, eloquent as always.

Derrik slid the token back into his pocket so he could instead tenderly grasp the side of my neck. His thumb traced my jawline. “I’m in love with you, Ari. I think I have been from the start.”

“No.” I shook my head, but he didn’t lose his grip. “No, you’re mistaken.” Derrik smiled, and that only made me more adamant. “I’m serious. You can’t love me.” I was repeating myself now. “You barely know me.”

“I know what I need to know,” Derrik argued. “Look, Ari, I’m not saying this because I need you to reciprocate or admit something you’re not ready to admit.”

Ready to admit. As if it were inevitable, my feelings for him.

“I’m saying this because I need you to know it. I need you to know that I’m not going anywhere. You’ve had people turn their backs on you, but that won’t be me.” He squeezed the side of my neck just enough to get his point across. “I’m here for the long haul.”

My breath hitched under his heavy, devoted stare. He looked at me the same way I looked at the stars on Acheron. As if we were in the presence of our infinite future. As if we belonged nowhere else in the universe. It was intoxicating, and I suddenly understood the giddy, whispered gossip of the women I’d pass in the market. Like nether, it was addicting. I had no idea if I knew how to love like this, or if I would be any good at it, but I did know I could bathe in Derrik’s attention for all of eternity if allowed to do so.

“Aether, I want to kiss you,” Derrik mumbled under his breath, but with how close we laid to one another every breath was shared.

I swallowed nervously, “What’s stopping you?”

“I’d rather you not beat the scrap out of me right now.” Derrik chuckled. “I think the pain would be worth it, but I’d hate for you to bruise your knuckles.”

“Maybe you should risk it,” I whispered.

“Yeah?” Derrik’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “Are you sure?”

“I’ve had bruised knuckles before.” I joked. “They don’t bother me so much.”

Derrik didn’t hesitate. He readjusted the grip on my neck, sliding his hand to tangle in my hair, and leaned in. I closed my eyes, expecting his lips, but he paused just before they pressed together. I felt his warm breath fan over me, his lips just barely brushing against my own, and just that small amount of contact sent a chill down my spine. I’d never been kissed before. Not like this. It was a fact I was remiss to admit in my head let alone mention aloud considering my age. It just hadn’t happened for me, and eventually, I stopped caring. I settled on the belief that the act of intimacy just wasn’t made for a person like me. As Derrik closed the space to slot his lips against mine, I decided that perhaps this was something I could become accustomed to.

There was too much at once for me to register. The soft, firm pressure of his lips pressed to mine. The scratch of his beard rubbing against my skin as he began to move against me. The slight tug of my hair as he fisted the white strands in a stranglehold. Not to mention the stirring in my belly and the bubbling anxiety rising in my throat threatening to freeze me in place. I stiffened and Derrik slowed. He pulled back just enough to speak, but I felt every word against my lips.

“Relax, Ari,” he whispered. “Don’t think. Feel.”

And this time, I did.

I let my mind still, let it flicker to silence, and allowed my instinct to take control. My hand lifted to grasp at the collar of his jacket, and I mirrored the movement of his lips. His tongue ran across my lower lip, the wet warmth was jarring, and I let out a small, strangled gasp as my lips parted further. Derrik used the opportunity to lick into my mouth and I fell into shambles.

There was no accurate way for me to tell how long the kiss lasted, but Derrik pulled back and I tried to get deep, breaths into my lungs. My eyes fluttered open to see him already staring at me and his face had broken out into his excited, boyish grin. I blinked a few more times trying to get my head out of the clouds it had floated away to.

“Aether, you have no idea how long I’ve been wanting to do that,” Derrik chuckled.

“Well, maybe next time don’t wait so long.” My cheeks warmed, surely tinted red from the blood rushing to my face, and tried to bite back the smile fighting to show.

Derrik pressed another kiss to my lips, this one simple and chaste, before he rolled to lay on his back. He motioned with his head for me to come closer and as I shifted toward him he helped by pulling me the remainder of the way. I rested my head on his chest as my arm wrapped around him.

“Sleep. Uldrel’ll kill me if he finds out I’ve been keeping you up.” Derrik said. I took a slow, steadying breath as he began to rub my back soothingly. “I’ll be here when you wake up. Promise.” Between the rhythmic sound of his beating heart and the rise and fall of his chest, I fell into a dreamless slumber.
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- FIFTY-THREE -

When I woke up in bed with Derrik, I was worried it would change everything. My body and mind were rested enough to feel anxiety return, and I was terrified he’d no longer be the Derrik I knew. This was quickly put to rest when Derrik awoke and asked if I’d slept well after planting a kiss on my forehead. He climbed out of bed with ease, and the world around me hadn’t changed. He was still himself, and I was still me.

The only thing that didn’t feel right was waking up on a ship that was not the Nova.

“Uldrel, if you scan me one more time, I swear to Aether,” I muttered, pushing away Uldrel’s scanner. He sat to my left while Reagan sat to my right. She played with Orion, holding up a string of bandage for the spark to bat with his paw. We were buckled into the cargo hold’s seating waiting for Nomad and Derrik to land the ship. “I’m fine.”

“But you shouldn’t be,” Uldrel argued. “I recall the injuries you sustained prior to being taken and I can only imagine what you endured after—”

“Uldrel. Drop it. I’m fine.” I snapped. Uldrel glared at me in response, but I knew it was born of worry. Guilt for snapping at him enveloped me. I still hadn’t told anyone about the Reaper. It would feel too real to say out loud. Especially since I noted that those injuries Uldrel had been so worried about had mostly healed up or vanished after waking up covered in blood. My body was sore, and the headache lingered, but I knew, as he did, that I was in much better shape than I should be. It was suspicious. “Sorry. I just… Really. I’m okay, Uldrel. I’m more worried about Cyn.”

“They’re still a pain in my ass which is a testament to their healing.” Uldrel huffed and put his scanner away.

The ship rumbled which meant we were close to touching down. Comparatively, this landing sequence was much rougher than the ones I’d grown used to with Cyn. When the ship stilled, a light flashed over the cargo hold door letting us know it was safe to rise.

I unclipped my belt. “Where are the others staying?”

“An inn. It’s the one we typically stay at whenever we land here for resupply.” Uldrel wrapped his medical bag around his shoulder. “It’s in the heart of Sziklam so there will be a bit of a hike from the shipyard.”

Nylah had planned for this as well and sent warmer clothes for us. I had an insulated, fitted shirt on under my vambrace, pauldron, and regular shirt. My jacket kept me fairly warm, so I wasn’t too worried. I knelt in front of Reagan who was bundled up. Nylah had also sent a bright blue knitted scarf, gloves, and matching hat. I zipped up her jacket and carefully tucked the scarf into it so no skin would be exposed to the cold.

“Will it be snowing outside?” Reagan asked.

“Maybe.” I gave her a small smile. “It snows nearly year-round no matter where you are on Drucanna.” She nodded, and I nervously cleared my throat. “You feeling okay, Reagan? You can talk to me if you need to. You know that right?”

Reagan leaned forward and wrapped her arms around my neck in a hug, “I know, Ari.”

I returned the hug with nothing but relief. When she pulled back, I grabbed her bookbag and opened it for Orion to jump in before helping her pull it on. Nylah had sent me a scarf as well, but I stuffed it into Reagan’s bookbag so the spark was bundled up. “Lazy furball.”

“The cold will not harm my functioning, Ari, it is merely uncomfortable,” Orion remarked. “You should wear the scarf.”

“Hush.” I finished zipping him in just as Derrik and Nomad came down.

I couldn’t help but narrow my eyes at the bounty hunter. As always, he had on his armor and helmet. The gray and black metal was aged, scuff marks and damage littered a few panels, but the ring of stars on his chest was freshly painted. We had approached Drucanna just around the time I woke, so I hadn’t had the opportunity to question him yet, but I had every intention to grill him the second I was able.

Nomad passed me to open the cargo hold doors, and Uldrel lifted the mask around his neck to situate on his face. Drucanna’s atmosphere was enough like Illyarium that Yarians would not need aid. The air was thinner, but it was manageable. Uldrel on the other hand would need his mask more often than not.

The cargo hold door opened with a groan and immediately cold, whipping winds crept in. I shivered and Derrik saddled up closer to me, so his side was pressed to mine. Around the widening edges, I could see the snowy, mountainous landscape in the distance. The air smelled crisp and clean. The doors opened fully, and no one managed to take a single step before familiar faces barreled in.

Nylah, wrapped up in layers upon layers of her usual clothes and wearing a mask like Uldrel, was faster than Cyn at the moment and sprinted forward. Reagan met her in excitement. The little girl tackled the Kaili in a tight hug. “Oh, Reagan! We were so worried. Are you alright?”

“Fox!” Cyn bellowed and passed Nylah to greet me. They slammed into me with a hug and Uldrel immediately berated them with complaints and concerns of them tearing open their stitches. “It’s so great you’re not dead.”

“I agree,” I chuckled and gave them a pat on the back. “I’m glad you’re not dead either.”

“Me? Pfft, never. Call me an Ascendant.” Cyn waved off my concern.

“I’ll call you an idiot!” Uldrel barked. “You were supposed to wait at the inn! Running around the cold in your condition is dangerous!”

Cyn ignored the medic and turned to Reagan, “Hey! Kiddo! Where’s my hug!?”

Reagan broke from Nylah to rush to Cyn, and Uldrel began to mutter in Otri all over again. I walked closer to meet Nylah who pulled me close and tightened her arms around my neck. “Ari, thank Sol. You had us scared senseless.”

“Sorry, Nylah.” I chuckled and squeezed her back. “Thanks for the clothes.”

“Of course.”

“You were supposed to keep them at the inn.” Derrik chided Ellis who came strolling up the cargo hold ramp. Only amusement in his voice.

Ellis scoffed and passed Cyn, who was swinging Reagan around as Uldrel bickered, to approach me. “I’m sorry, have you met these two?” Nylah shot him a remark in Ainish that he chuckled at. The Ascendant held out his arm in greeting. “Heard you kicked some raider ass, kit.”

“You can say that,” I replied with a cough.

I grabbed his forearm to return the greeting, but Ellis tugged me forward and I fell into his chest as his arms wrapped around me. Surprise lingered for only a second before I returned the embrace. This one didn’t last as long as Cyn or Nylah’s, but when he pulled back, he wore the same relief they had. He flicked my nose, and I cursed before shoving him. Ellis shook his head, “Next time, you bring one of us along for the fight. You hear? I’ll kick your ass otherwise, kit.”

“I’d like to see you try,” I scoffed and rubbed my nose.

“We need to go,” Nomad called out and we all faced him. For the moment, I had forgotten the bounty hunter was still there. “Did she stay back?”

“Yeah, she did,” Ellis confirmed and I raised an eyebrow. He shook his head at me and looked away. Reagan hurried toward Ellis. “Hey, squirt.” Reagan cheered his name and jumped into his arms. Ellis picked her up and I could see Orion shaking his head from all the rapid, spinning motions. I took the bag off her shoulders to pull on my own for the time being. Orion mumbled a thanks in my ear.

The group of us left the lingering warmth of the ship to step out into the dreary Drucanna winterscape. The world was a muted beauty. Much to Reagan’s dismay, it wasn’t currently snowing, but several inches were piled on the ground as far as the eye could see. Sol’s rays of light and warmth were far and few between. In the few openings of the sky where thick, gray clouds didn’t rest, the sight of Sol was instead blotted out by the shattered moon orbiting. Shadows patterned across the land. Though this painted the area in white, gray, black, and every shade in between, there was still something breathtaking about it. In the far distance were mountains larger than any I’d ever seen in person.

Sziklam itself was an enormous city. Buildings were gray stone to match the monotony of Drucanna, but they still towered high. At one time, Drucanna had been stuck in an age before the advancement of technology and that could be seen in smaller cities and towns where they relied on the land and natural resources. Sziklam had been mostly modernized, though. The shipyard we landed at was on the edge of it where there was wide open land, and we’d have to board a train on hover pads to get into the city. The train was sleek, with white, metal plates, and made up of at least ten cars tethered together. We weren’t the only ones to board. The shipyard was rather crowded, but that was hardly a surprise.

As a travel port for trade and commerce, Sziklam got plenty of visitors of all kinds. It was diverse enough that nobody paid our little group of weirdos any mind. Uldrel had forced Cyn into one of the open seats and stood beside her protectively. Nylah sat silently across the aisle with Nomad beside her. Ellis, who still carried Reagan, had pushed past others to stand at the nose of the car so Reagan could have a panoramic view of Sziklam as we entered it.

“Have you been here before?” Derrik asked. I stood by a window to look out at the passing sights and Derrik stood right behind me. I could see the reflection of his helmet in the window and I mourned the sight of it. He put a hand on the window by my side, I leaned against his arm, and his other hand found its place on the small of my back just under Reagan’s bookbag.

“No.” I shook my head. The train hovered above the streets so if I looked down far enough, I could see specks of people going about their day. It was the only pop of color I had seen on Drucanna thus far. The buildings themselves were hard to grasp details of due to how fast we were moving, but they were equally as wondrous with reflective glass interrupting the smooth stone. “You have though?”

“Only for resupply. We usually don’t stay long on account of the ‘hating Ascendants’ thing. Not worth the risk.”

“You guys are here on planet. How come Ellis never stops to see his daughter?”

“I don’t know. He never really wants to. You’d have to ask him.”

The train cut through the air, making the occasional stop, for another half hour before ours. Walking on the streets was even more distracting than being on the train. I found myself at the back of the group, slowly taking in the sights. About ten stories up, every block down the street, was a hovering lamp to make up for the lack of natural light. No vehicles on the wide paved streets. Only certain blocked off areas where a passing train could land. At this level, the city felt more like the roots it had supposedly come from.

Shops and storefronts lined the street with bright and colorful displays. The aged stone here had chips and imperfections. Vines with large, heart-shaped leaves grew out from the snowy ground that wasn’t paved over for travel and they climbed up the buildings reaching for the sky. Frost decorated the dark blue foliage. It gave the twisting vines an ethereal shimmer and beautiful flowers in yellow, pink, green, and white blossomed among it. The delicate petals rounded toward the center to create layers of color. The air was filled with a sweet, nectar mingling with the smell of rustic smoke from the open fire pits that lined the streets where people could stop to warm themselves and chat. The cold air only made the scent sharper and more notable.

A few building walls that weren’t covered in plant life had murals of varying landscapes or abstract designs painted along them. The explosion of color and life was the exact opposite of the dreary landscape at the shipyard. I had never imagined Drucanna to be filled with such vibrant life and color based on the stories I had heard. As we turned the corner, we passed towering ice sculptures in the shape of trees and creatures I didn’t recognize. The manufactured light passed through each sculpture and cast rainbows in the snow below.

I paused and set a hand on the sculpture closest to me. It was the trunk of a tree. My lips turned up at the tingling cold that seeped into my fingers.

“It’s beautiful here,” I murmured.

“It is.” Orion agreed from the bag I wore. His head rested on my shoulder. His fur tickled the side of my face as he sought out more warmth. “Reagan seems to be enjoying herself.” Her giggles of excitement carried from where she explored the sculptures. Ellis had her sitting on his shoulders so she was above the throngs of people and could be face to face with a tall, long-necked animal sculpture with broad twisting antlers atop its head. “Are you truly going to leave us with the bounty hunter?”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “That was the plan, wasn’t it?”

“I know it is technically what I requested at the start of this journey, and if you decide to leave us, I will keep my end of the bargain and give you the information needed to sneak into the Court,” Orion said. “But, if I am being honest, I wish you wouldn’t.”

“Orion…”

“I have never seen her like this before,” Orion sighed. We watched Reagan carefully lean forward to kiss the sculpture’s nose and burst into giggles at the cold. “Filled with such energy and happiness. She’s grown so much from the child I protected in the Court, and I have you to thank for that.”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t just me. Everyone else has been a part of this.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t discount their involvement by any means, but…” Orion hummed. As if she could hear us speaking, Reagan turned her head until her eyes found us. Her grin widened and she waved. I waved back with a smile. “They are not you.”

The spark’s words reminded me of what Uldrel had said on Caegra. Saying goodbye to Reagan would be the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Looking back, I realized even from the beginning I had no chance of not loving her. It was impossible to be around someone so pure and kind, an innocent child with her heart on her sleeve, and not bend over backward to give her the world.

As a kid, seeing brothers and sisters interacting on the worlds we visited, made me green with jealousy. I had always wished for a sibling. After my father left me behind, I stopped dreaming. It seemed cruel to submit another soul to what I had to endure.

It seemed the universe never forgot the wish I made.

The result just came fifteen years late.
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- FIFTY-FOUR -

The inn we were staying in was only a few streets over from the sculptures. It was tucked to the side, in a closed off area, with other stores and restaurants. The courtyard was decorated with gardens filled with other plants I didn’t recognize from Drucanna with benches to sit on and a statue of a man in the dead center. I didn’t recognize the man, but the carved regal robes and crown left me assuming it was royal in nature. Each nation of Drucanna was ruled by a King. This must be this region’s ruler, or perhaps a dedication to a past one.

Nomad led the group, Cyn and Uldrel only a step behind, but I still made up the back of it. The inn was a three-story brick and mortar building. Simple, but cute, and nestled between a clothing store and cafe.

“Helna is the owner.” Derrick slowed his pace to walk by me as we entered.

Warmth hit me crossing the threshold and I shuddered. The lobby was open and inviting with stairs lining the walls to the left and right leading up to the rooms. An older woman, tall and broad with thick blonde braids, worked the front desk and spoke to a couple. Her floppy ears were pierced with multiple rings and flowers adorned her curled horns. The floor was made of dark wood and the walls covered in a maroon wallpaper with light swirling designs. Out of nowhere, a flash of Recluse in his obnoxious red suit flashed in my mind. I blinked in surprise at the memory.

“It’s been in her family for generations.”

“And you guys always stay here?” I reiterated. Derrick nodded.

“My client is waiting for us in the office.” Nomad’s voice startled me. The group of us stood in a circle in the lobby with the hunter. Ellis set Reagan down and she shuffled back to me.

I shrugged off the book bag and handed it to Reagan. “Alright. Can someone take Reagan to the room so I can—”

“No,” Nomad cut in. “Reagan comes with us.”

I glared at him. “Excuse me?”

“My client wants to meet her.”

Reagan squirmed, and my hand rested on her shoulder. Orion mumbled a request to her, and she helped him out of her bookbag. I looked to Cyn, Nylah, and Ellis who all shrugged. Nylah was the one to speak up, “We never met the client. Nomad only told us she was here.”

“It’ll be okay.” Derrik squeezed my shoulder the same way I was reassuring Reagan. “We’ll all be there. They’d be stupid to try anything.” Derrik’s gaze hardened as he turned to glare at Nomad as well. “Right?”

Nomad let out a sound akin to a scoff, “I’ve already explained to you that we mean her no harm.”

I knelt to face Reagan. Frost and snow stuck to her hair from where Cyn had playfully thrown it at her on the way in. I brushed it out, and tucked the strands that fell out of her buns. “Reagan, are you okay coming with us?”

“Do I have to?” She whispered with a scrunch of her nose.

I shook my head. “No, you don’t.” Nomad began to chime in, but I threw a hand up in his direction to stop him. I didn’t look away from the girl. “If you’d rather go to the room with one of the others and Orion, you can. But if you are okay with going, just know we’ll all be there. No one can hurt you.”

Reagan mulled it over and tugged on my jacket collar. “I wanna go where you go, Ari.”

“Okay.” I stood back up and offered her my hand. She took it with ease, and I gave Nomad a pointed look. “Lead the way, hunter.”

I could’ve sworn I heard Nomad mutter under his breath which would have been a conscious decision as helmets could mute their modulators. He led us down a hall, and as we passed the front desk the others waved to Helna who greeted them back. The hall was decorated like the lobby. We stopped in front of double doors as Reagan gripped my hand tighter and shifted behind me. Orion lingered between us.

The doors opened, and other than Nomad, I was the first one in. The office was elegant with bookshelves lining every wall except the one behind the large desk where a glass pane window revealed another garden situated behind the inn. The desk displayed plates of baked goods, fruits, and drinks. I could smell the java from where I stood.

A woman sat in a plush armchair off to the side. She had been staring out the window but her attention focused in as soon as we entered. When my eyes landed on her, my first thought was ‘Reagan’. The woman was my age, if not a bit older, and her facial features reminded me of the girl hiding behind my back. The only difference was, this woman’s skin was a shade darker, her ears were pointed, and her glowing eyes were a cool silver rather than burning amber.

Her long, straight hair was dark green with lighter colored braids interspaced throughout. She wore a gray dress that ended mid-thigh. A sliver of skin showed there before being blocked once more by black stockings that went into her heeled boots. Silver bands of metal wrapped around her arms— two on her left forearm, one thick one on her right upper arm, and there were a collection of bracelets hanging around her right wrist. It wasn’t a style I had seen before and assumed it originated from Kharees.

“Reagan.” Her face broke out into a beautiful smile.

I stood in shock, as did everyone else, and Reagan hid further behind me. She buried her face against my jacket silently.

The woman’s smile faltered briefly. “No, no. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to scare you. I—I wasn’t sure what you liked so I bought a little of everything. Please help yourself.” She motioned to the desk and then glanced over the group, eyes ending on me. Her voice was musical. “All of you can. It’s the least I can do as thanks.”

None of us moved until Nomad broke away to stand beside her. He crossed his arms and took a protective stance. She sighed and rubbed her hands together. “I know this must come as a shock, Reagan. If you’d let me explain—”

“Do it,” I blurted. “Explain.”

She glanced at Nomad then back at me with the same trepidation I gave her. “My name is Casiphia, and I’m Reagan’s sister.”

My shoulders tensed in distrust. Doubt was the first thing my mind went to. That didn’t explain why my chest felt tight— why it felt like my lungs were filling with sand to the point where I couldn’t breathe. If this were true, I should be happy. Finding family for Reagan was a best-case scenario I didn’t think was even possible. Yet, that was not the emotion that had a stranglehold on me currently.

“Half-sister, technically. We share the same father.” Reagan peeked out from around me and the hold on my hand loosened. I found myself the one gripping tighter now. “Hello, Reagan.”

“You know my dad?” Reagan asked in a hushed whisper that could only be heard because everyone else in the room was so deathly silent.

“Our dad, and yes.” Casiphia smiled. She knelt carefully and nodded. “My mother passed when I was about your age. It was just father and me for a long time until he met the woman who would be your mother. Then they had you.”

Reagan shook her head. “I never met my dad or mom.”

Pain flashed in Casiphia’s silver eyes. “I know, sweetie.” I locked my jaw at the pet name. “That’s because your mother took you away from us. She disappeared and when we found out what happened, we were too late. I’m so sorry.”

“How are we supposed to know any of this is true?” I snapped. “How do I know you aren’t working for the Curator and this is some trick?”

At my words, Reagan tucked into my side again. My intention hadn’t been to scare Reagan, but it happened all the same. Casiphia must have noticed this as well. She stood to her full height and her eyes hardened into a glare. “Watch your tone.” She stalked forward and the others around me stepped closer to Reagan and me. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Then fraking explain,” I snapped again.

A perfectly manicured eyebrow rose, and annoyance radiated off the Khareesian.

Nylah cleared her throat and stepped forward. “Perhaps, we should sit down.” She motioned toward the desk. “We can enjoy the food and java, hm?”

“Good idea.” Uldrel nodded, trying to help ease the tension.

“I see a honey roll in that pile.” Nylah held her hand out toward Reagan who took it but didn’t pull away from me. “Let me make you a plate, Reagan.” When I didn’t release Reagan’s hand, Nylah coughed lightly. “Ari.”

Finally, I glanced down at Reagan and gave her a smile. I hoped it didn’t look as forced as it was. Nylah carefully led Reagan to the desk. Uldrel went with her and stood between the two of them and Nomad protectively. Cyn shifted toward the desk as well, but Ellis and Derrik stayed by my side. All three of us tense and on edge.

“Skies be blessed,” Uldrel muttered and glared at the three of us. “We are not fighting in a room with a small child and an injured idiot.” He motioned to Cyn.

Cyn scoffed, “Uncalled for, Jedos.”

I felt myself relax marginally at his words. Uldrel was right. The last thing Reagan needed was to watch us duke it out in this office. She was scarred enough. I crossed my arms to make it clear I wasn’t reaching for the dagger at my thigh.

“Now come eat. You especially, Ari.” Uldrel snapped. “When was your last meal?”

I didn’t respond because I knew he wouldn’t like my answer. Admittedly, I was beginning to feel the hollow pangs of hunger. Living on the Nova with a steady supply of food had spoiled me. I couldn’t go days without eating like before.

Ellis broke away from us to pour himself a cup of java. Derrik deactivated his helmet and all hells broke loose. Nomad lifted his arm defensively, a shield that reminded me of mine, forming in place, and Casiphia pulled one of the loose bracelets off her wrist and it snapped out into a long staff. Another twist and a curved blade jutted out from the ends. I didn’t even have the time to register how the weapon had formed. Ellis drew his hand cannon and my hand lingered on my dagger.

“That’s Ascendant Derrik Russel!” Casiphia snapped. “Are you out of your damned minds?! Do you have any idea—”

“I don’t mean anybody harm!” Derrik replied with his hands up in surrender. He motioned to Ellis to lower his weapons. It took a beat before Ellis huffed and tucked them back into their holsters. He drifted to the food. “Please. Ellis and I broke away from the Ascendants.”

Casiphia’s head snapped to Ellis, “You’re an Ascendant too!?”

“Pleased to meet you,” Ellis’ sarcastic response was muffled by the honey roll he had just stuffed into his mouth.

“You let Reagan near them?” Casiphia demanded as she glared at me. The accusation that I would let Reagan anywhere near someone dangerous stung. She may as well have run me through with her staff.

Reagan interrupted before I could retort. She ran forward, a honey roll clutched in her small hand and shook her head wildly. “Please don’t! They’re my friends!” Tears watered in her amber eyes. Orion stood in front of her with hackles raised. Nomad and Casiphia both relaxed. “Please.”

Nomad dismissed his shield, and Casiphia paused before hitting the bottom of her staff against the floor twice. It folded back up into a small band and she slapped it around her wrist to join the others. I stared at the bangles.

“Thank you,” Derrik replied and rested his hand on Reagan’s head to give it a loving pat. Nylah pulled the girl back with a wet napkin in hand to help clean up the mess of a roll she was still clutching to. The tension in the room remained, but it was no longer volatile.

For now, at least.
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Everyone settled. Cyn, Uldrel, and Nylah sat on the couch closer to the door. I found it unusual that Uldrel sat between the pair. Ellis sat on the desk stuffing his face with food. Meanwhile, Casiphia was back in the armchair with a cup of java. Nomad leaned against the bookshelf behind her. He may as well have been the statue out in the courtyard with how still and stiff he stood. Derrik sat on the floor, back to the bookshelf, with a cup of java himself. I remained standing, across the room from Casiphia, and leaned against the bookshelf much like Nomad was. Reagan sat between Derrik and I eating from the plate Nylah made her with Orion perched in her lap.

“First things first,” I spoke up, “I wanna see you prove who you are.”

The evidence of Casiphia’s similar features was unfortunately damning, but I still couldn’t trust that this wasn’t some trick by the Curator.

“Fine,” Casiphia spat the word. It seemed she had as much disdain for me as I did her. “When Reagan’s mother disappeared, our father searched endlessly for them. It was obvious she was no longer on Kharees, so he traveled to her home world. He knew she was from Sector One of Illyarium.” She took a sip of her java. “He found her, but he found her too late. She had already given Reagan up to the Court of Aether. He demanded she get their daughter back, but she refused. Claimed it was an honor to be chosen.

“Our father went to the Court directly. Demanded to see Reagan, demanded to have her back,” Casiphia continued. “They, of course, refused.”

“Where were you when all this was going on?” I asked.

“Home. We lived in Upolent. It’s—”

“The City of Lights,” I interrupted. “I’m not an idiot.”

Casiphia gave me a look that told me she disagreed. “I was only seventeen when Reagan was born. I was still in school so my father made me stay behind.” She set aside her cup and crossed her arms. “When he returned, he came back bloody, broken, and empty-handed. The Court had not only denied him the right to his daughter, but they beat him near death.”

Reagan flinched and the woman had the decency to look regretful at her choice of words.

“Anyway, he was not one to give up. For the next three years, we tried everything to get Reagan back.” The girl had paused in her meal, and Casiphia noticed the attention. She uncrossed her arms and scooted forward in her seat with a small smile. “We did, Reagan. A day didn’t pass that we didn’t think of you— that we didn’t think about bringing you home.”

“Really?” Reagan murmured with wide, innocent eyes.

“Yes.” Casiphia let out a relieved chuckle. The sincerity seemed hard to fake. “We met once.” Reagan looked confused and Casiphia quickly shook her head and held a hand out. “You wouldn’t remember. You were so little. You had just turned three. I came after,” The woman paused as she got choked up. Nomad offered her his hand, the first bit of movement I had seen from him, and Casiphia mumbled a thank you before taking it. She finally nodded. “Reagan, our father passed away right before your third birthday.”

“Oh,” Reagan’s voice was flooded with disappointment.

“I know he would’ve given anything to see you today,” she reassured. “But the Court sent someone after him. They knew he wouldn’t stop, not until he got you back, and that time… they succeeded.” I immediately gave up on animosity to kneel beside Reagan and focus on her. She looked up to meet my gaze as her hands were buried in Orion’s fur. She was trying to hide. I grabbed her bag and pulled out Chi-Chi to hand to her. Reagan took the stuffed toy and held it tight to her chest— burying her face in the plush. “I’m sorry, Reagan.”

“You saw her when she was three. How? Why didn’t you get her out of there?” I asked.

“I was twenty years old with no resources and no skill beyond what two years of education in an academy would get me. It was a miracle I managed to sneak in. Trying to take her out would have failed. I knew I needed to play the long game.” She paused. “But I left her Orion.”

All eyes snapped to the spark in surprise.

“Me?” Orion questioned. He padded out of Reagan’s lap to get closer. “You were the one to place me with, Reagan?”

“Yes. My father built you,” she replied. “That was his specialty. Sparks. Orion was one of a kind, and whenever he was defeated or downcast he’d go to his lab and work on you. After he passed, I found a message from him that you were designed for Reagan.” She hummed. “And that, I can prove. Orion, base mode.”

Orion froze then sat in place. Nothing about what made him himself remained. Orion’s eyes glowed blue, but he was motionless. His tails and whiskers did not twitch like they usually did. His antennae stick straight and his eyes lifeless.

“What the hells did you do to him?” I rushed over and waved a hand in front of his face to no avail.

Casiphia snorted, “Relax. It’s a voice command. He’s just in default.”

“Well, put him back!”

“You know he’s just a spark, right?” Casiphia replied with furrowed brow. “Not a real cat. He’s just technology.” I clenched my teeth. Her father may have designed him, but she had no idea what the frak she was talking about. “Orion, play message one.”

Orion tilted his head up and a holographic video was cast up into the air through his eyes. A feature I didn’t know the spark even had. An older man was paused in the message. His hair was shaved close to his scalp but his most notable feature were his bright, amber eyes. Just like Reagan’s. The message started and he took a shaky breath, but offered a small smile.

“Hello, Reagan. If you’re listening to this message that means I was unable to tell you in person. It’s a disappointing thought, but as long as you’re hearing it… Well, that is enough for me.” Reagan crawled forward to sit by me as she stared up at the man in awe. “My name is Ghin Pela.” I heard her mumble the name. “And I am your father.”

I glanced up from Orion to see Casiphia staring longingly at the man in the video.

“I am so sorry I have not been a part of your life. More than anything, it has been my greatest devastation and regret. I had hoped to watch you grow, be there to teach you of life, and—” His voice broke, and he looked down for a moment to collect himself. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, my love.” Reagan’s eyes filled with tears. “Sometimes, life is unfair and fate can be cruel. In a perfect universe, we would have been a family. You, your sister, and I. All I can hope for now is that you are safe and you are loved. That is all any father can hope for.”

My stomach violently churned, and I found myself looking over my shoulder to Ellis. He’d shifted his chair to stare out the window so all I could see was the back of his head.

“I built Orion from scratch to be a friend to you. Since I cannot be there, I hope through him you can feel even a sliver of the immense love I have for you. Goodbye, my love. Be strong.”

The message ended, and Orion lowered his head so the view of Ghin disappeared. It was silent until Reagan let out a shaky sob. I quickly pulled her into my arms, and she folded into me. The others in the room stared at us in different degrees of tragedy as she noisily cried.

“He loved me,” Reagan sobbed. “Ari, he loved me.”

I held onto her tighter and closed my eyes. “Yes, sweet girl. Yes, he did.”

After an eternity, she finally calmed and shook her head against my shoulder. “Can I go lie down, Ari? I wanna—I wanna lie down.”

“Of course, you can,” I replied. Before I could stand with her, Nylah stood off the couch and came over. She held her arms out. “Thank you.”

Nylah hummed in response while Reagan threw herself from me to the Kaili. I picked up Chi-Chi from the floor to hand to her, forgotten in the fray, and turned to Casiphia who stared at Reagan with longing.

I cleared my throat. “She needs Orion. Bring him back.”

Casiphia said a string of words that brought the spark back to life. Orion wavered in place like he was drugged then shook his head and looked around in confusion. I was beyond relieved to recognize the eyes that looked up at me. I motioned toward Nylah and Reagan. Without question, Orion followed out them.

“I wish I knew how to comfort her,” Casiphia mumbled forlornly.

“Okay.” I stood up and brushed off my pants. “Let’s say I believe you, Cas.”

“It’s Casiphia.”

“What now?”

She tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“Well, catch me up,” I demanded roughly. “Where have you been since you left Orion with her? What the hells are you doing associating with some random no-name bounty hunting sect?” I pointed at her and Nomad both. “And more importantly, what is your plan from here on out?”

Casiphia adjusted in her seat and crossed her legs. Her hands laced together to rest on her knee. “That’s a lot of questions, Arienna.”

“It’s Ari.”

“I’ve spent the last five years gathering the resources I would need to get my sister back, of course.” Casiphia continued. “I trained, I studied, I researched, I—”

“You’re telling me a lot of nothing right now. I want specifics.”

Casiphia stood to meet me in the middle of the room. Nomad pushed off the wall and Derrik rose. She was taller than me by a head, but height was hardly something I found intimidating.

“I know all about you, Lucky Fox.” She glared down at me with condescension. “Do you know how utterly disappointed I was when my years of planning went down the drain, and I found out my sister was stuck with you? A task runner owned by the thug Recluse.” Her hand snapped out to brush aside my hair just enough to reveal the ‘R’ scarred there. I kept myself from flinching. “I trained, learned to fight, from the best the Meridian System had to offer. Worked endlessly to gain the trust of the ‘no-name hunting sect’ you seem to think the Falling Stars are. Researched and discovered exactly what that demon Yarian, the Curator, had planned for my sister. All of it to get her back, and I nearly did.

“Until those monstrous acolytes took her to Diomedes much too soon, and before I even knew she was gone you and your Ascendant partner got to her. My sister has been apart from the people who love her for far too long.”

“Don’t,” I snarled. “You don’t know anything.”

“Don’t I? I know the acolytes took her to be ritualistically sacrificed, I know you and Kennex Hall—”

Hearing her spit out his name had been the final straw. I shoved her back and Nomad pushed forward just as quickly. She scoffed out a laugh and held a hand back to stop the bounty hunter. Uldrel, Cyn, and Ellis were also standing now, but it was Derrik’s hand that I recognized on my back.

“Those monstrous acolytes?” I said. “One of them was named Heisin, and she loved your sister like a mother. That stuffed animal you saw? She stitched it by hand. All of Reagan’s favorite animals. Every day that you and your father couldn’t be there for her, Heisin loved her.” Casiphia’s features softened. “And at the very end, when the other acolytes came for Reagan, Heisin paid the ultimate price. She died for your sister. Sent out a distress signal before being murdered by the other acolytes. If it wasn’t for her, for her love, Reagan would be dead right now.

“And Kennex?” I continued the onslaught. “Kennex is not an Ascendant. We were just two task runners trying to survive, trying to make ends meet, and, when we saw there was a kid on Diomedes we stayed to find her. We risked everything— Kennex died to get your sister out of there!” I was yelling now. “I had to watch him die in my arms, knowing I was useless to save him, and it was only by some fraking Aether damned miracle that he came back!”

Casiphia lifted her chin trying to look nonchalant, but I wasn’t aiming for nonchalant.

“You have no idea the sacrifices that have been made.” I pointed at her accusingly. “You and your father aren’t the only people in the universe who love her— who want her safe and protected. Everyone in this crew has gone out of their way to care for her, and they haven’t done it just for the hells of it. Not a day has gone by that your sister hasn’t been loved!”

The Khareesian woman didn’t reply, but her eyes flickered down. Unable to stomach the ensuing silence, I cursed under my breath and stormed out.
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Iwas outside when my pace slowed, and it was only because I was breathless from the thin Drucanna air. Every haggard breath that left me in a fog of moist, warm air. The chill settled on the bits of my skin that were exposed to the elements. I dropped onto a nearby bench to try and catch my breath.

I hadn’t meant to lose my temper. Granted, I never meant to lose my temper. Though Casiphia seemed the kind that could easily grind my gears, this explosion wasn’t due to her personally. Deep down, I knew it was the knowledge that I was going to be saying goodbye to Reagan. It was more real, more palpable, of an option now. Certainly her sister and her sister’s bounty hunter guard dog could protect her better than I ever could. Every way I looked at it, I was the lesser choice. With Casiphia, Reagan would have fewer people after her, more resources to rely on, and they didn’t have the temptation of seeking Kennex Hall.

Trying to distract myself from the fruitlessness of this realization, I studied the garden. The vines from the street weren’t present here. Instead, there were trees and bushes with blue leaves and bright red berries. Flowers sprouted up from the snow. Blue stalks and green petals undisturbed by the icy layer covering their roots.

“Can I sit?”

Casiphia stood over my left shoulder. She’d put on a thick, fur coat that went down to her mid calves, and a matching hat to cover the tips of her ears.

“If I say no, will you leave?” My question was answered with her sitting on the bench beside me. I muttered another curse. “Do you mind? I’m trying to have a mental breakdown here, and it’s a lot easier without an audience, Cas.”

“My name is Casiphia,” She replied with a chuckle. “I’m surprised you have the mental stability to have a breakdown. I assumed you were just in a constant state of distress.”

I bobbed my head with no good argument to offer her.

It was an embarrassingly fitting statement.

Casiphia crossed her arms and leaned back on the stone bench. “After you left, the others shared with me the sacrifices you’ve made. You left all of that out.” I shrugged, uncommitted to this conversation. “From your location, I gathered what the lot of you went through, but not the prices paid. I’m sorry about your partner Kennex. I can’t imagine the pain you must have felt.”

My jaw locked and I twisted the rings on my right hand anxiously. Without looking up, I shook my head. “Is that what you came out to say? If so, I’ve heard you. Please leave.”

“I’ve come to thank you,” Casiphia replied. “Thank you for bringing my sister back to me. Thank you for keeping her safe even at the cost of your own health. Though I may not agree with your lifestyle choices,” I snorted, “I cannot express my gratitude fully.”

I twisted one of my rings three full times around before speaking, “She’s a good kid. Reagan is…” I forced my hands to stop by lacing my fingers together. “She deserves better than the hand she’s been dealt.”

The only sound between us for a moment were the other bystanders in the garden. It was a comforting, enjoyable background noise of pleasant conversation and laughter. Finally, Casiphia chuckled. “I think my father would have liked you, Arienna.”

“It’s Ari.” I corrected.

“As long as you call me Cas, I will call you Arienna.”

Fair. Casiphia chuckled again at my shrug. She hummed in thought. “Aren’t you curious as to why the Curator wants my sister?”

“I already know why.”

Her face fell in shock and she just blankly stared at me. The sound of my name being called made me sit up. Derrik jogged over with his helmet on and knelt by the bench. His larger hands found mine and he immediately tried to warm them up with his own.

“Hey, you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied. It felt like I was saying that a lot these days. “Just talking to Cassie here.”

“How do you know about Reagan and the Curator’s intentions?” Casiphia demanded. I glanced back at her, curious at the change in tone.

Derrik chimed in, “He wanted to sacrifice her. We already knew that, didn’t we?”

“But you know why,” Casiphia responded, not tearing her eyes from me, and it wasn’t a question. I nodded once. This seemed to surprise Derrik as well. He asked what we meant, and when neither of us responded he stood and asked again. Casiphia spoke quietly, “Malachi Moretti thinks my sister is the reincarnation of Erebus, and that’s why he is trying to kill her. He’s been killing children for centuries.”

Derrik stumbled back a step, “Wait, what? What do you mean?”

“I mean, every quarter of a century he selects an infant to raise in the Court then slaughters them as a sacrifice to appease Aether.” Casiphia scoffed. “I know this through my sources in Falling Stars, but there is no way you should know this, Arienna.”

I didn’t even correct her this time. “I know… a lot. For example,” I paused and swallowed thickly, “I know the Curator is right.” Casiphia jumped to her feet. “Not about his actions.” I scoffed my clarification. “About his beliefs. Reagan is the reincarnation of Erebus.”

“Are you insane? Do you hear yourself?” She demanded.

Derrik shook his head. “Ari, that’s… you know how crazy that sounds, right?”

“We should go inside.” I stood up from the bench. My hands sunk into my jacket pockets in a poor attempt to keep them warm. “Gonna freeze my ass off if we stay out here while I try to explain this scrap.”

I felt embarrassed when the two of them led me back into the office from which I had stormed out. Uldrel, Cyn, and Ellis stood in a small half circle talking while Nomad sat at the now barren desk with his feet kicked up. Luckily, the topic at hand was quick to distract from my shame. I started from the very beginning with the attack on Diomedes. Nomad and Casiphia were strangers to that. I then branched into the dreams I would have with memories of my past haunting me, but I didn’t linger on the memories that were shown to me. Just that I had been stuck with the unusual Infusion sightings. Finally, I got to Uru’s ship.

As I suspected, the story did not sit well.

“A reaper?” Ellis furrowed his brow. “What the hells does that even mean, kit?”

“I told you everything I know,” I sighed. “That’s it. That’s all I got.”

“Yeesh. No wonder they’re trying to kill her.” Cyn huffed. Eyes glanced at them and they shrugged. “What? I’m not saying I agree, but can you imagine what they’re thinking? Aether killed Erebus and now he’s praised as the savior of all? If I were Erebus and I managed to come back, I’d wreck some scrap.”

Casiphia snapped her head to Cyn. “Even if that were true, Reagan is a little girl! She hasn’t done anything wrong! All she’s done is exist.”

Cyn held their hands up in mock surrender. “Again. Never said I agreed with the psycho cult leader, greenie.”

“Empyreans do exist.” Uldrel blew out a slow breath then murmured in Otri.

“I wasn’t wrong.” Derrik shook his head. “Aether exists.”

“But he’s not a god.” Uldrel quickly corrected. “He’s an empyrean—”

I waved my hands. “No, no. We are not restarting that argument.”

“Regardless of any of this, the point remains,” Nomad spoke up. “Reagan needs to be protected from the Curator and his Ascendants.”

I nodded in agreement. That was the bottom line of all of this. Beliefs be damned, Reagan was still in danger no matter what the actual truth was.

“So, we continue with our plan.”

“Your plan?” Ellis narrowed his eyes.

“We always planned to take Reagan to a safe haven.” Casiphia folded her hands in front of her. “Either you would bring her here as promised, or I’d continue to track Orion’s coordinates and find her myself.”

I shook my head. “You. That’s why Nomad knew where we had been and where we were going.” Casiphia shrugged like it was nothing, and I wanted to apologize Orion all over again. “Where is this safe haven of yours?”

“It would be less safe if I told you, Arienna.” She sassed and I resisted the urge to punch her. “We can leave as early as tomorrow. As soon as Nomad’s ship is resupplied and refueled, which shouldn’t take too long.”

Uldrel, Cyn, Ellis, and Derrik all looked at me simultaneously and I squirmed under their gaze. They didn’t have to voice the question they held in their mind. I crossed my arms and shrugged. “Yeah, alright.”

“Ari.” Uldrel stressed my name.

“Reagan is safer with them,” I replied. “Less enemies and further from the Curator. It’s simple math.”

Cyn clucked their tongue. “If you think that’s gonna go over well with Reagan—”

“Reagan is a kid. She doesn’t understand the gravity of this situation. We’re adults, and we make the final call,” I said sharply. Cyn raised their eyebrows at me and I shook my head. “I’ll pay whatever cost to keep her safe.” I glanced at Derrik and he nodded once. “Even if that means separating.”

“Yeah, well, I call not being the one to tell her,” Cyn mumbled under their breath.

“I can talk to her,” Casiphia offered quickly.

“No,” Uldrel grunted. “It has to come from Ari.” His brows furrowed as he stared into me. “You know that. Room 213.”

Without another word, I left the room much less dramatically than I had before. Instead of rushing, I dragged my feet. Unfortunately, I found the room much quicker than I had hoped. Opening the door, I saw Nylah sitting at the table alone. She wore a heavy frown that was hidden as soon as I walked in. I had never seen her so downcast.

“Nylah? Is everything alright?” I looked around. The room was a simple living space with a couch and a holovision deck for watching. A small, cozy kitchen tucked into the corner, and there were a few doors that I assumed led to bedrooms or a bathroom. “Is Reagan—”

“She’s fine.” Nylah stood and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I got lost in thought.”

When she turned to face me, I realized her hooded scarf was around her shoulders rather than covering her hair, and among the dark black was a thick strand of white. My eyes widened and I stepped closer to examine it. “Whoa, Nylah, what is…” Orion’s words from much earlier dawned on me. Cyn had only been saved through Nylah using magik. Magik always came at a cost. “Oh, Aether.”

“It’s not so bad.”

“Nylah…” I breathed, disbelieving.

She crossed her arms, tight over her chest, “I spent a couple years of my life—at most.” I opened my mouth, but she continued. “I had no choice. I’d make the decision again in a heartbeat. Cyn is… upset, but…”

“No. I get it.” I mumbled. I was hardly one to criticize making dangerous life decisions for the sake of loved ones.

Nylah rubbed at her features again with a mirthless laugh. “They would’ve done the same for me if the roles were reversed, but they refuse to understand that and it’s… frustrating.” She finished with a sigh.

“Do you, uh, do you mind if I talk to Reagan alone?” I asked. “You might wanna go catch up with the others.”

On her way out, she pointed to the door Reagan was behind, but I didn’t move until Nylah shut the front door behind her. I heaved a heavy sigh and dragged my feet to the bedroom. It was small, like the rest of the space, but comfortable. A white rug, definitely made from the fur of some creature, sat on the floor half under the bed. A dresser was pushed into a corner and the window’s curtains were open to let in the light. Reagan sat up on a large bed with her back against the headboard. Orion was curled at her feet and she was still hugging Chi-Chi to her chest.

“Hey, you okay?” I sat on the edge of the bed.

“I think so. Just a lot of new things to learn.” Reagan murmured with a shrug. She twisted her lips. “My last name is Pela.”

“I heard.” I nodded. “Reagan Pela. I like it.” She shrugged again, not committed to it. Orion tilted his head at me and I was guessing he could see the tension and unease I wore. “So, your sister, huh?” Reagan just stared at me waiting for me to get to the point. “That’s cool. I always wanted a sister or a brother.”

Reagan scrunched her nose. “She’s so old though.”

“Hey,” I gave her a light push, “She’s like my age, thank you.”

Reagan laughed. “You’re old too.”

“Don’t let Uldrel hear you say that. If we’re old, that means he’s ancient,” I said. She smiled, broad and filled with life, and it did my heart good to see the sadness and confusion wiped away. I hated that I was going to bring it right back. “What do you think about spending more time with her?”

“That could be… nice,” Reagan replied. “She could tell me stories about our dad.”

“She could.”

“I think… I think I’d like to talk to her.”

My throat felt dry and I had to force the words out. “I’m glad to hear that. I think the two of you will get along. They… You guys will leave tomorrow for a safe place. Far from the Curator.” Reagan stiffened and she stared at me in confusion. “I don’t know where exactly but—”

“What do you mean?” Reagan asked. “Wouldn’t she just come on the Nova with us?”

Scrap. This was harder than I thought it’d be, which was a feat considering I had labeled it near impossible. I sighed, “No, Reagan. She’s not. We… We have to go our separate ways now.”

“What?”

“It’s safer for you if—”

“No!”

“—you go with your sister instead of me—”

“No! I said no, Ari!” Reagan yelled. “I don’t wanna go with her then. I wanna stay on the Nova with you and the others.” I shook my head, and she wouldn’t let me get another word in. “Why are you doing this!? What did I do wrong!?”

“Nothing,” I said the word so firmly, so absolute, that Reagan went silent. I had to make this clear. I had to make her understand. For most of my life, I lost sleep wondering what I had done wrong. What could I have done to convince my father I was worth keeping? It haunted me, and I’d be damned if I let Reagan lose a wink of sleep with the same thought. “You did absolutely nothing wrong. I wish it didn’t have to be this way, Reagan, but to keep you safe you have to go with your sister.”

Reagan’s eyes watered again. “No. You keep me safe just fine, Ari. You have this entire time. You kept me safe on the planet with the fishes and—and then when the infusion was at the zoo. Plus, with the bad guys who hurt the Nova—”

“All of that was my fault, Reagan.” My voice cracked and had to rub my face to keep from crying. “All of it. Not a single one of those moments had anything to do with the Curator. All of it was from my side of the system. Getting out of those messes? It was luck. I’ve been getting—I’ve been getting lucky.” I tossed my hands up with a broken laugh. “But since Diomedes, I’ve learned that… that my luck always runs out, and when it does someone else pays the price. I can’t let that be you.”

Reagan shook her head, and for the first time, I saw anger flash in the little girl’s eyes. “No!” She pushed up onto her knees to sit higher. “I’m not leaving! You can’t send me away!”

“Yes, I can.” I cleared my throat. “The decision has already been made.”

“You promised!” She screamed. Orion rose from his seated position looking between the both of us. “You promised that you’d keep me safe! That you’d always come for me! You can’t do that if you leave me behind!”

“Reagan—”

“No!” She threw Chi-Chi and I didn’t catch it. I let it bounce off the side of my head. “You lied, Ari! You lied to me!” I opened my mouth but she turned her back to me. “I hate you! Go away!”

I tried to speak again, but she continued to scream for me to leave. Slowly, I picked Chi-Chi up off the floor where it had fallen and set the stuffed animal on the bed. Orion stepped toward me, but I shook my head and motioned for him to stay by her side. She deserved comfort, not me. He nodded and I left the room. Even through the closed door, I could hear her crying to Orion that it wasn’t fair as I leaned my head against the wooden frame. The sound of Reagan’s broken heart was like a knife twisting in my gut, but right now I deserved the pain.

I stood at the door and drowned in the sound of her tears.
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- FIFTY-SEVEN -

Reagan didn’t speak to me.

I didn’t blame her.

At dinner, she didn’t come out of her room. Uldrel had to deliver it, and the same thing happened for breakfast. At one point, Orion came out to check on me, but the moment he started to try changing my mind I sent him back to her. This decision was hard enough. I couldn’t have Orion whispering more doubts in my ear.

I kept reminding myself that this worked out best for everyone.

Kennex had been there for me my entire life. In every broken and pathetic moment, it was him by my side patching my wounds. What kind of person would I be if I abandoned him now? I still refused to believe that he fully bought into being an Ascendant. This could be some ploy by the Curator aimed to weaken me. I mean, Aether, it worked.

Reagan would be safe with her sister, and I would get the opportunity to help Kennex. My original goal. He needed me. I was a broken record trying to remind myself of that fact.

I had to go to Kennex, and I couldn’t bring Reagan with me.

That put me in a fork in the road. Left or right. I didn’t get both.

Seeking out Reagan was the decision that lost me Kennex in the first place. Choosing her again would not only cost me my partner again, but it needlessly put the girl at risk. Laying these thoughts all out, this was a simple choice. Yet, I struggled to dedicate to it.

There was a knock at our door. Too lazy to get up from the couch where I sat moping, I called out for them to just come in. Derrik entered and as soon as the door closed behind him, he deactivated his helmet.

“I miss being on the Nova,” He admitted with a sigh.

“Tired of the helmet?”

“You have no idea.” He walked over. I looked disastrous. Last night I had changed into the sleepwear Nylah sent me the night prior and slept on the couch. My day clothes, sheath, pauldron, and vambrace were sloppily tossed into a pile on the table in front of the couch. Derrik glanced it over and shot me a sad look. “She hasn’t come out yet?” I shook my head and pulled my legs up to my chest. “I’m sorry.”

Derrik shrugged out of his jacket, tossing it onto the table, then dropped down in the spot beside me. I leaned into his side, and Derrik responded by wrapping his arm around my shoulders.

“You didn’t see how angry she was,” I said. “She was screaming at me and… she’s right. I am breaking my promise.”

“You promised to keep her safe. That’s what you’re trying to do,” Derrik replied. His other hand carefully grasped my chin to tilt my head so I was looking at him. “You were right with what you said yesterday, Ari. She’s the child, we’re the adults. We’re the ones who have to do the right thing. You and I both know…” He shook his head and his thumb rubbed against my skin. “Sometimes the right thing is hard. It’s a sacrifice.”

“Yeah. I know. Do you think she’ll be safer with them? For sure? I don’t get a bad feeling from Casiphia. I think she’s kind of an ass, but most people are to me. I incite that reaction.”

“I wasn’t an ass to you. Even when you were deliberately trying to annoy me.”

“And that makes you a freak of nature with the patience of a saint. That or just mentally ill.”

“I thought you were cute.” He shrugged.

“Mentally ill, it is.”

Derrik laughed and leaned in to press his lips against mine. It was still an unusual feeling I struggled to grasp. He pulled away after a second, mirth in his eyes, “You think too much.”

“I don’t think anyone has ever criticized me for that,” I replied. “In fact, I know a grouchy medic downstairs who would actively disagree with you.” Derrik held my gaze. I sighed and tried to look away, but he held on tight. “I just can’t help but think… In terms of us… what if I’m doing this wrong?”

“I was your first, right?” My cheeks tinted in embarrassment, and I nodded my head. “Hey, that’s nothing to be embarrassed by. I’m impressed. For a first time, you were a good kisser. After you let go of your anxiety, that is.”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, whatever.”

Derrik laughed again and let go of my chin. “Fine, maybe you could use a little practice, but that’s normal and I am more than happy to help you practice.” I gave him a light shove. “Besides, I barely even noticed because all I could think was ‘Wow, I’m kissing Ari Barlow.’”

“You’re so dumb.” I laughed.

A comfortable pause followed, but the silence only brought with it the reminder of why I’d been sitting in this room alone in the first place. Derrik lifted his arm to rake his fingers through my hair. “I managed to distract you for a second, at least.” The tight-lipped smile I gave him did not reach my eyes. He sighed. “I hate seeing you this upset. Can I fix it?”

“I don’t think anybody can fix it,” I argued. “I just hate that she’s going to leave while she’s pissed at me.”

Derrik’s fingers rubbed the back of my neck while playing with the ends of my hair. “I have an idea.” I raised an eyebrow. “Let me talk to her. Downtown Sziklam always has something fun to do. I’ll distract her, get her mind off the heat of the fight, and then you meet us a little later to talk to her. Say goodbye the way you both should.”

“You think that’ll work?”

“I’ll take Uldrel and Ellis with me,” Derrik replied. “If I can’t cheer her up then maybe Uldrel berating Ellis just might. I know that always lightens your mood.”

“Hey, it’s worth a shot,” I replied.

Derrik kissed my temple. His lips lingered there a moment, taking a deep breath in, before untangling himself from me. Derrik winked and went to Reagan’s room.

I leaned back against the couch and wondered what Kennex would think if I told him I let Derrik kiss me— that I kissed him back. He’d think I was crazy. Hells, anyone who knew me would. Kennex was in the news as an Ascendant, and I was making out with one.

Aether, Trigg would kill us both if we ever managed to circle back around to Acheron.

A few minutes passed before the bedroom door opened and I straightened in my seat. Derrik came out first and shot me a smile. My attention on him vanished when Reagan walked out next. She was wearing her winter coat and bag. Orion’s head stuck out as usual. She didn’t meet my eyes, but she looked more sad than angry. The girl made a beeline for the front door before I could even say her name, and Orion shot me a defeated look.

“Don’t worry,” Derrik murmured to me as he came over to grab his jacket off the table. “I’ll send you a message when you should come meet us, okay?”

“Thanks.” I nodded.

He shot me one last smile before walking out with Reagan. It was my cue to get ready for the day. It didn’t take long to shower, but I realized I hadn’t brought any fresh clothes to wear. With Reagan out of the room, I had access to my bag once more. I wrapped myself loosely in a towel and stepped out.

“Where is my sister?”

I nearly toppled over in surprise, a strangled cry slipping from my lips. Nomad and Casiphia leaned against the kitchen counter. She was dressed to the nines again. A black dress embroidered with white thread forming floral patterns all over it. Her hair half pulled up. Nomad was, well, Nomad. The same as ever. I wondered if he ever got tired of being in that suit.

“Aether, what the frak are you two doing in here?” I gasped and cinched the towel closer to my body. Nomad at least had the decency to tilt his head straight up and stare at the ceiling. Casiphia didn’t let her gaze drift from me.

“I asked where my sister was.”

“Not here,” I scoffed. “Do you mind?” She crossed her arms impatiently. “Look, Derrik took her downtown to cheer her up, alright? Now, can I get dressed—”

Casiphia glared at me. “You let her go alone with the Ascendant?”

“He’s not an Ascendant anymore,” I snapped. “And she wasn’t alone. He took Ellis and Uldrel.”

Her glare didn’t lessen, and I muttered under my breath while crossing toward the bedroom. When passing the woman, I turned so my back wouldn’t be exposed. She quirked an eyebrow at me and when I got into the room I slammed the door. “Khareesian has no sense of boundaries,” I muttered as I got dressed.

When I stepped out, Nomad was gone, but she was still there waiting to berate me. “Seems like Nomad picked up on the message and left. Is there something else I can help you with, Cas?”

“I wanted to see my sister.”

I scoffed and wandered back over to the couch for my gear. “Look, you’re about to have her for a long time. The least you can do is let us say goodbye.”

Casiphia heaved a reluctant sigh. With a shake of my head, I strapped on my pauldron and attached my vambrace. She chimed, “What’s with all those scars?” My body stiffened and I had to remind myself she couldn’t see through my thick shirt to my marked back. I turned slowly and Casiphia motioned toward me. “The black markings all over your arm.”

I blew out a breath of relief, “Didn’t anybody ever tell you it’s rude to ask about scars?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. You gonna answer?”

“It’s where the fake infusion, actual reaper, tried to rip my arm off,” I snarked. “I told you yesterday, I was its chew toy when we met.”

Casiphia shrugged, “Well, the black lines remind me of runes. I thought maybe you were tapping into a magik source or something.”

“Wait, runes?” I questioned.

“Scarring to aid in the channeling of magik.”

I had never heard of that before, and I wondered if Nylah was aware of that. She didn’t have any runes that I knew of. I pulled on my jacket and paused. The sheath with my dagger was gone. Casiphia questioned me as I knelt and peered under the couch to no avail. I whirled on her.

“Where the hells is it??”

“Where is what?”

“The dagger.”

“What dagger?”

“Don’t play dumb with me.” I stormed forward. “It’s missing! Did—”

Nomad was gone.

My blood ran cold. During my retelling yesterday, I hadn’t told him or Casiphia about the dagger’s special ability to harm Ascendants. I left it out for a very good reason, but it occurred to me that the two of them could’ve already known. I rushed out of the room and ignored Casiphia chasing after me with more questions.

In the lobby, I had hoped to find the bounty hunter, but it was filled with strangers. I continued out into the cold, shivering at my damp hair, and scanned the crowd. Nomad couldn’t be seen, but I did spot two familiar faces. Next door at the cafe, Cyn and Nylah were sitting at a table across from one another but not speaking.

“Nylah! Cyn!” I blew hot air against my hands. Casiphia was no longer on my heels. “Have you seen Nomad?”

Nylah shook her head.

“Uh, I think I did.” Cyn replied. “He rushed out of the inn not long ago. I figured he was in a hurry to the shipyard or something.”

“Where are the others?”

“Derrik, Ellis, and Uldrel took Reagan downtown.”

I groaned, “I know that, but where? Do we know where?”

“We can call them.” Cyn scoffed. “What is going on, Fox? Why are you freaking out?”

Echoing the question, Casiphia was back. She must have stopped to grab her fur coat because it now sat on her shoulders as she marched over. “Arienna, will you stop and explain yourself—”

“Nomad has the dagger. He stole it,” I snapped.

Nylah and Cyn both stiffened in their seats, eyes wide with the panic that came from understanding. Casiphia let out a sharp laugh, “Your dinky dagger? Why would he do that? Nomad is a walking arsenal, all on his own.” She set her hands on her hips. “Besides, he didn’t touch your pile of trash. He left to check on the ship.”

Again, she seemed sincere in her nonchalant disdain, but this was a woman I didn’t know. I would accept they were sisters, but maybe Casiphia’s intentions were not as pure as they seemed. I still knew little to nothing about this Fallen Stars sect and that rubbed me the wrong way. “Who are the Fallen Stars?”

“That isn’t any of your business,” She snapped defensively.

“Then I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t give a damn what you believe. I—” Casiphia paused as her attention shifted to a crowd to our left. In all my panic and anger, I hadn’t noticed those in the courtyard gathering around a holovision screen. A news reporter was speaking on it in the heavily accented words of this planet. Casiphia grunted out the native words to a teenage boy trying to get closer and he responded in a rushed, shocked tone. Her face fell.

“What? What is it?” I asked.

“There’s a ship attempting to land in the city.” She translated. No ships were supposed to land anywhere but the shipyard. “It’s a Ronin K12.”

I was sprinting before she even finished her sentence.
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- FIFTY-EIGHT -

The air was too thin.

I was suffocating.

With every pounding step, racing frantically through the streets of Sziklam, my breaths grew more and more shallow. The amount my lungs could suck in lessened. Still, I did not stop. I did not slow. Have to get there faster. It was the only thought in my head. I didn’t even know where I was going. Casiphia was a few steps behind me, yelling out turns as she tracked Orion’s location. Neither him, Derrik, Ellis, nor Uldrel were answering any calls. Coincidentally, Casiphia said Nomad’s communicator had gone dark.

Nylah and Cyn were a good bit behind us. They couldn’t help it. Between still being weak from the magik use and healing from injuries, they kept the pace they were able.

But I couldn’t wait for them.

“Left!” Casiphia shouted.

I made the sharp turn and nearly collided with a mass of people. The thinning crowds came to a head here. I couldn’t understand what anyone was saying but the energy in the air was one of curious caution. Without pause, I elbowed my way through them, shoving who I needed to, and ignoring any complaints thrown at me. The others followed behind in the trail I carved. All the attention was focused on a park.

Halfway to it though, Casiphia yelled, “Right!”

The new direction steered us to the edge of the crowd— the mouth of an alley. When I broke free from the mob, I scanned the empty street. Plain. Stone walls, decorated in vines, and garbage bins.

“What the hells?” I snapped. “Where, Cas!?”

“The second bin?” She reported in a tone of confusion. My heart jumped to my throat just as Nylah and Cyn caught up panting. The second bin was the only one with its lid pulled down. I clawed at the metal to get it up and amongst the garbage was Reagan’s bookbag—torn and stained.

“Aether.” I gasped and fished it out. The weight of the bag was recognizable, and I froze. I didn’t want to open the bag. If I kept it zipped, I wouldn’t have to face the horrid possibility that lay within. Casiphia did not share my hesitation. As I held the bag in a white-knuckled grip, she quickly unzipped it and yanked it wide open.

Orion.

Motionless and broken. His chest caved in, the metal peeking out from his fur, and his eyes were dark. I nearly dropped the bag as nausea washed over me.

“Oh, Sol!” Nylah cried. Cyn spat out an angered curse. I still couldn’t speak— couldn’t breathe.

Casiphia tried to reach for him and I pulled back with a glare. Rather than snap, she held a hand out.

“It’s okay. I can help. There’s still something there if he’s broadcasting a coordinate.” With shaky hands, I held the bag back out. Casiphia dove in and carefully cradled Orion. She knelt, keeping the spark in a one arm hold, and pulled another bracelet off her wrist. This one didn’t become a bladed staff, but instead a thin tool resembling a screwdriver. She dug through his fur in motions I did not recognize or follow, and when a small panel slid open on Orion’s side I was even more at a loss. “Here.”

She made a few quick movements and Orion’s eyes flicked with light. Nylah, Cyn, and I all dropped to the ground around her to be closer. “O!” I yelled. “O, can you hear me?”

“Ar– Ari.” Orion’s voice was scratchy and filled with static. It flickered in and out.

“Where is Reagan? Who did this to you, O?” I asked.

“Rea– Rea– Rea–” Orion’s voice glitched and every repeated syllable was a punch to the gut. “He– He– Hel– Help.”

My eyes snapped up to Casiphia. “You have to save him.” Her eyes widened. “I don’t care what you need to do. Save him.”

“I don’t have the time. I need to save Reagan.”

“I can save Reagan,” I argued firmly. “But I can’t save Orion. I don’t know how. She needs him. I need him.”

Casiphia shook her head, “You can’t be certain of that. What if you need help?”

“The only help I need is in saving Orion!” I yelled. “I will take care of Reagan. You don’t trust me, and that’s fine. I don’t give a scrap. You said you know the Lucky Fox?” Casiphia’s eyes flickered, studying my face, and I spoke through clenched teeth. “Trust that reputation, trust my rage, because I’ll burn this fraking city down before I let them take Reagan.”

Casiphia closed her eyes for a moment then nodded. We all rose. “I need tools.”

“I know where we can go,” Cyn replied. They held out their arm and I grasped it with mine. “Bring her back, Fox, and keep yourself standing. You hear?”

“I will,” I replied. Casiphia glanced at me once more, as if she had something to say, but she decided against it. She placed Orion back into the bag and the both of them jogged away. I turned to Nylah. “You should go with them.”

She glared at me. “Ari, you cannot do this alone.”

“I’ll have Uldrel, Ellis, and Derrik with me,” I replied. “As soon as I find them.” Nylah argued, but I grasped her by the arm. “You can barely stand right now. You’re spent. Stay with them and help just in case. I have a feeling things are going to get worse.”

Nylah sighed, but she knew I was right. I didn’t want to worry about Nylah during a fight. She gave a small nod. I shrugged out of my jacket and held it out to her. When she took it, I activated my pauldron so my suit would envelop me. After it clicked into place, she hugged me. “Just as Cyn said. Be safe.”

We both left the alley, but in different directions.

I headed to the park. The epicenter of all this attention. With my suit on, people were quicker to step out of my way, saving me the effort of shoving them. I attempted to call any of the guys, even Nomad, but no call would connect. The closer I got to the front, the louder and more rowdy those around me became. When I reached the edge, I realized why.

The large park was blocked off by a line of enforcers. All decorated in the same uniform of navy and black armor. Their helmets only revealed the lower half of their faces. Two badges were painted onto their chests— one representing Illyarium and the other supporting Ascendants. Two unpopular opinions on this world. The Sziklam citizens I found myself amongst were screaming out at the unflinching enforcers. It was a ticking time bomb of tension, and I wasn’t going to get to where I needed to until I set it off.

Luckily, this played into my skill set.

Starting a fight was a feat I was very familiar with.

“Hey!” I bellowed and broke away from the mass to approach the line of Enforcers. The two directly across from me didn’t move or respond. “Why’s the park closed?” No response, as I expected. “I asked a question! Why’s the park closed?”

“Ma’am, please step back.”

“No, you owe us answers!” I motioned to the crowd behind me who cheered in response. I didn’t know if they actually understood and agreed with me or if they were just jumping on the bandwagon of revolt. Either way worked for me.

“Ma’am, step back now or—”

“Or what, bootlicker?” I scoffed, using the derogatory term the enforcers had gathered throughout the system, “Gonna call an Ascendant to come hold your hand?” The enforcer right in front of me stiffened. A nerve had been struck. My lips curled into a mocking sneer. “Aether knows you’re useless without them. Just some stuffed up, overpaid pretender in an ugly ass suit of—”

The enforcer’s hand snapped out to roughly grab me by my arm. My grin widened at the taste of success. That was all I needed. Seeing the Enforcers show a sign of force was exactly what the aggravated mob was waiting for. A wall of Sziklam citizens lunged forward to attack and the enforcers reacted by drawing their batons.

“Thanks.” I threw my free elbow into his exposed neck. He let go of me to clutch his throat with a gasp and I took the opportunity to sprint away. Vaguely, I heard enforcers yelling out at me to stop but it was muffled by the noise of the brawl. As I traveled deeper into the park, it grew quieter. The area was more natural than organized. A mix of wild foliage along with frozen sculptures and a vague path winding through it all. I activated my helmet and it didn’t take long to catch my breath.

Finally, through the dense trees, came an opening where a viewpoint was built on a large hill right in the park itself. It sat above the tree line. My eyes landed on armor of black and gray. It was all I could see. Nomad was the only thing I could focus on, as if at the end of a long tunnel, and I gritted my teeth and sprinted faster. At the last minute, Nomad turned toward me, but I slammed into him before he could fully face my way. A grunt escaped his helmet as he hit the snowy ground. Him on his back, and me on top of him.

I didn’t hear yelling until the fifth time my fist made contact with his helmet. There was an ache in my knuckles, and the glass of Nomad’s helmet cracked from the repeated impact. I raised my fist again.

“Ari!” I froze. My head swiveled back to see Uldrel on the ground holding himself up by his elbows as purple blood dripped down his face and from his lips. He was panting, his mask nowhere to be seen, and he weakly shook his head. “No.”

It dawned on me. Nomad wasn’t fighting back. He was taking every hit. Looking back to him, seeing past the cracked glass I had caused, I saw scorching along the armor covering his abdomen. Most likely from a plasma weapon. The injury itself was familiar. I had seen someone with it not so long ago. A through and through stabbing wound. A mess of black and red.

“It’s not him.” Uldrel groaned.

“Ari.”

My head snapped up at the soft murmur of my name. Derrik. His helmet was off and he held his hands out as if trying to keep me calm. On his belt was the dagger.

“Ari, listen to me.” He stepped closer.

“Tell her,” Uldrel grunted out. I stood and stepped away from Nomad. The hunter rolled over onto his belly with a gasp and I heard the hiss of a helmet depressurizing followed by bright, red blood being spat onto the snow. “Tell her, Derrik, or I will.”

“Tell me what?” I demanded. My helmet felt suffocating despite the proper air being pumped through. Roughly, I deactivated it and shook my head. “Where the hells is Reagan? What is going on?”

Derrik nudged his hand forward. “Come with me. I’ll take you to her. Swear it.”

I stared at his hand. A wheezing gasp from behind me gave me pause. I shot Derrik a pointed look then hurried to Uldrel’s side. I tried to get him up, but he was too heavy for me to lift. “Where is your mask?”

“Gone,” Uldrel grunted. “Got lost in the fight.” His hand wrapped around my forearm in a vice grip and with what little strength the failing medic had he met my eyeline sternly. “It was him. He called the enforcers here. He’s spoken to the Curator.”

I shook my head. “No. You’re mistaken. This is a misunderstanding.”

“Him and Ellis.”

“There has to be more happening here, Uldrel.” I rolled him onto his back. Uldrel’s breaths were getting shorter as his body tried to compensate for the lack of air. I took the helmet anchor from my ear and settled it in his. I used my vambrace to set the fit to default and activated it. The solution wasn’t ideal. He needed Stellotrian atmospheric conditions, not Illyarium, but it’d buy us time. Uldrel murmured for me not to go but he didn’t have the strength to stop me. I walked back to Derrik. The Ascendant gave me a smile I didn’t return.

“Tell me what’s going on, Derrik. Where is Reagan?”

Derrik nodded toward the path leading up the hill. “Walk with me.”
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In a different time, another universe, this could have been romantic. The path going up the hill was made of stone, snow shoveled clean from it, and the sculptures and plant life continued alongside the path. A beautiful view of Sziklam widened as we climbed higher.

But this wasn’t a different time nor was it an easier universe.

This was what I was stuck with.

An uneasy, nauseating sensation bubbling in my gut and screaming denial overshadowed every thought. For some Aether forsaken reason, my mind kept replaying that moment in bed with Derrik. The trust, the connection, the sense of being seen were wiped away and replaced by a sickening realization. I’d been played.

“Tell me Uldrel is wrong,” I said. “Tell me he’s misunderstanding the situation.”

Derrik remained silent. As we walked, I stared at his profile. How many times had I studied it before? The man I saw wasn’t the one in the mural, but it was also no longer the comfort I had grown to know. A stranger.

“Tell me you weren’t the one who hurt Uldrel. Tell me you weren’t the one who left Orion to die in a garbage bin.” My voice was rising, echoing through the empty air around us. “Tell me you didn’t tell the Curator where we are— that you didn’t sell out Reagan! Scrap, Derrik, tell me!”

“Yes. Alright. Yes.” Derrik stopped. It would have hurt less if he cut me down with his sword. He cupped my face and for the briefest flash of a moment, I fell at ease. My body hadn’t caught up with my heart yet. It didn’t recognize that we had been betrayed.

“But I had no choice. It had to be done and… and I’m trying to protect you.” I took a step back and slipped out of his hold. He sighed in frustration. “I didn’t want her blood to be on your hands. I didn’t want you to have to make the decision yourself. So, I did. For us.”

“What are you fraking talking about?” I gaped at him. Anger, resentment, and sadness shoved to the backseat for utter confusion. “Derrik, what are you fraking talking about?! I don’t—”

“You said it yourself!”

“Said what!?”

“Reagan is Erebus,” Derrik snapped. “She is the reincarnation of the goddess of death and darkness, Ari. What do you think is going to happen when she grows into her full powers?” He didn’t allow me to reply. “Because I can tell you exactly what will happen. Erebus will seek revenge on Aether and anyone who follows him. The system will be turn to ash.”

“You don’t know that.” Without waiting for him, I started up the hill again. That’s where Reagan had to be. That’s what mattered. I could mourn the person I thought Derrik was later. “You sound like a fraking religious zealot with talk like that.”

“I spoke with the Curator, Ari.”

“Case and point, you bastard.”

“The prophecy says–”

“Oh, there’s a prophecy now?”

“–when Erebus returns it will bring about an age of darkness. The slate will be wiped clean. Life as we know it will end, Ari!” Derrik’s long strides caught up quickly. He grabbed me by the elbow, and I tried to shove him off but he held tight and spun me to face him. “That’s Reagan’s future. Is that what you want?! She will destroy everything!”

“No!” I yelled at him and finally managed to rip my arm away. “You did!” My throat tightened and tears began to prick at my eyes. Derrik’s features fell in defeat and it made it all the worse. I rubbed at my face, but it didn’t stop the tears from coming. “I thought we— I thought you understood or—” I was out of breath again. I couldn’t tell if it was from the cold Drucanna air or from Derrik crushing my heart without even lifting a finger. “How could you do this to me? To us? Reagan loves you.”

Derrik swallowed thickly and opened his mouth only to pause. His own eyes grew watery and he sighed. “You have no idea the toll this takes on me, Ari. Do you think I don’t care about Reagan or Uldrel or Orion? Any of the others?”

“Right now? That’s exactly what I think. It’s what I know.” I left him, more pressured to get to the top of the hill. The crest could be seen, thankfully, but Derrik was on my tail again before I could reach it. Rather than let him speak, I continued, “Without his mask, Uldrel would die. Orion would be dead if we hadn’t found him in time. And now you’re trying to hand Reagan off to those psychopaths?”

“I had to think about what was right,” Derrik yelled. “Do the math, Ari! We’re talking a few lives for the many. I made this mistake once, I’m not going to make it again! Besides, Orion is a spark. He was never alive to begin with and— Uldrel and Reagan are just mortals.”

I came to a screeching halt at his words and slowly turned to face him in horror. “What did you just say?”

“I love them, but… they are finite creations, Ari,” Derrik said. “Whether I lose them today or decades from now, it’ll happen. At least this way, their deaths mean something. They are making a sacrifice to save everyone.”

I shook my head. “It’s not a sacrifice if someone else chooses that fate for you, Derrik.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No, actually, I don’t.” I stepped toward him. “Was I nothing to you too? Just some mortal to entertain yourself with in the meantime?”

Derrik tried to touch my face, but I dodged his attempt. He sighed, “No. That’s what you don’t get yet. You’re not.” He gave me that boyish smile I used to love seeing and now it only filled me with anger. “You’re one of us. I just— I know it. That’s why you always felt different to me. From the very beginning, something about you called out to me, Ari.” He approached me quickly and I scrambled back. “Then, after you told us what happened on that raider’s ship, I… I think you died on Diomedes.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You died on Diomedes. Maybe you’re not Ascendant like me, but you are special.” Derrik finally managed to get a hold of me by the shoulders, and I was too confused to shove him away. “Immortal. That’s what the Curator said.”

“You told the Curator about me?”

“No. He told me.” Derrik replied. The Curator knew I existed, I was aware of that, but this was insane. “From the beginning, he’s known this about you. Look, I fraking hate Malachi and that hasn’t changed. I want nothing to do with him.”

“Then why did you—”

“Because I took an oath, Ari!” Derrik cried. “I already failed once. All of Eanbar suffered because of me. I can’t make the same mistake twice. I won’t let that happen to the universe.” He cupped my face, and it was only when he swiped away tears did I realize I was crying. “When Reagan grows into her powers, when Erebus awakens in her, she will destroy everyone and everything. I know you love her and Uldrel and Orion. I know, and I do too. That’s why I’m making this decision.” He pressed his lips to my forehead and lingered there. “As impossible as it feels, this is the right call. Let me carry the guilt for us.”

I shook my head and took a step back, out of his hold, “You’re a stranger.” His face fell. “I don’t know you.”

Determination settled in the aftermath of his devastated features. He grabbed me by the arm and dragged me up the remainder of the hill. “You don’t understand this now, but one day you will.”

“You’re wrong. About that— About all of it!” I fought his hold uselessly. “I will never forgive you for this.”

Derrik tightened his grip as I clawed at his hand fruitlessly. He shot me a sharp look. “Give it a couple decades, I promise you’ll think differently.”

There was so much to argue, to his claims and announcement, but it all died on my tongue when we breached the crest of the hill and I saw Reagan. It was a scene right out of my nightmares. Ellis stood off to the side. His gaze focused on his boots but they darted up on our approach and widened in shock. All I could truly comprehend though was X’ael.

X’ael was here, and in his arms was an unconscious Reagan.

His red eyes landed on me and his lips twisted in an amused smile. Then he turned on his heel and walked away. It was like Kennex all over again. I was watching that monster carry away someone I loved— to put on his damned ship and disappear from my life.

“No!” I screamed and raced forward. Strong arms locked around my shoulders and neck to lift me off the ground. “No! Reagan!” My throat ached from the scream. “Reagan!”

On instinct, I threw my knees up sharply and kicked out. The imbalance in weight caused Derrik to pitch forward and the second my boots touched the ground I dropped my weight. Derrik grunted and I twisted out to the side, away from his body, and out of his arm. Immediately, on unsteady feet, I scrambled after X’ael. “Reagan!”

Seconds later, a heavy weight slammed into me. All the thin air squeezed from my lungs.

“Why did you bring her up here?” Ellis yelled.

“I needed her to understand! I’m taking her with us.” Derrik flipped me over but continued to pin me to the snowy ground.

Ellis had marched forward to stand in front of Derrik a few feet away from my head. I arched my back and neck, trying to get a peek at Reagan. The two men continued to argue as I thrashed.

“No! Not us. I’m done with the Court and with Malachi.” Ellis said. “I did what I had to do for Primm, but now it’s over.”

“Aether, Ellis, you’re not seriously staying behind.”

“I’m never going back to Illyarium, Derrik!”

“You’ll be welcomed back. You’re a hero now, Ellis. We’re doing the right thing.”

“I saved my daughter. Now, I’m done.” Ellis shook his head and left. I watched him pass me. The crunching of his boots against the snow continued even after he was out of sight.

“Get off me!” I grunted and tried to rock Derrik off. Derrik locked his jaw, a tick of anger and frustration on his face, he reached for his belt and grabbed his plasma dagger which was perched right beside mine. My eyes widened as he activated it. “What are you doing? Derrik?”

Derrik stared down at me. “Proving a point.”

“What?” I cried. “Derrik!”

“It’s going to be alright, Ari. I have faith.” He shook his head and his eyes were pleading with me. “You’ll come back. I swear it.”

“No, I won’t! Kark! You’ve seen me fraking bleed, Derrik! I’m not immortal!” I panicked and thrashed to no avail. My hands shot up to grab at his, but he used his free hand to hold both my wrists. “I didn’t die on Diomedes, Derrik! I’m mortal! This will kill me!”

He paused, and I thought I’d gotten through to him. Instead, Derrick shook his head. “No. It’s like the Ascension. I have to have faith. You’ll come back. I know you will.”

“Derrik, Derrik, please,” I begged. He raised the plasma dagger, radiating hot energy, and I sucked in a sharp breath. “Derrik!”

A whirring blast cut through the air suddenly and Derrik let out a grunt of pain as gold light exploded from his shoulder making him fall forward slightly. He looked back and I took the opportunity to rip my dagger from his belt. I knew every spot to sink the dagger to do the maximum damage. In a split second, they flashed through my mind like an encyclopedia of attacks, but when Derrik turned back to face me, I saw the green of his eyes and the decision changed. I swung the blade and it tore across Derrik’s face. Red splattered against the white snow as Derrik fell back with a scream and I scrambled to my feet.

“Ari.” Ellis was by my side in a blink. His smoking hand cannon still raised. “You alright?”

I nodded once. We both turned to Derrik who pushed up to his knees. I gasped at the sight of him. Blood seeped from the long gash marring his otherwise perfect features. It started at the base of his right ear and cut diagonally across his face to end above his left eye.

“Why… How could you…” Derrik was breathless as he tried to wipe the blood from his face but he only succeeded in smearing it more.

“Not her.” Ellis snapped. “I didn’t agree to this.”

“Ellis,” I mumbled.

“Go. I got him.”

I needed no further instruction. I sprinted to where X’ael had gone. Derrik was bellowing from behind me, but I didn’t slow. The ship’s ramp had closed and the engines were whirring and warming up. My saving grace was the freezing, thin air of Drucanna. It was taking longer than usual to get the turbines going. I could jam the systems up if I had a rock or something heavy to throw into the spinning gears. As I ran, I scanned the ground, but the thick layer of snow covered anything I could use.

Getting closer, I did one of the more reckless acts I’d ever committed.

I deactivated my suit and continued to run as it folded back up around me. When it was completely sealed, I unstrapped the pauldron from my shoulder and hurled it into the front of the turbine, so it was sucked into the gearing. The ship gave off the ugliest screech, metal on metal, then the turbine exploded in a spray of hot metal and fire that went off in my face.
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The sky was dark, but not in typical Drucanna fashion. It was filled with billowing, black smoke. The toxic kind from a starship’s fuel catching flame. I blinked a few times and hacked up the smoke that had gotten trapped in my lungs. I forced myself to sit up and tried to soak in my surroundings. My shield was activated though it blinked yellow from the force it had taken. The screen of my vambrace read ‘automation activated’. Huh. My arm lifting to cover myself must have been the trigger. I thanked Cyn for my luck.

“Hey!” A hand grasped my shoulder. Turning, I saw a cracked glass helmet staring at me. “You good?”

“You’re dead,” I replied. “Am I dead?”

“Not yet.” Nomad pulled me to my feet. He clutched his abdomen, and I could hear his heavy, strained breaths. “The others have my ship. They’re on their way.”

The moment was becoming clear, coming back to me, and my eyes landed on the smoking ship. Reagan. I stumbled forward and rather than stop me, Nomad struggled to follow. An intense, blue flame burned in the left turbine. It damaged that side of the ship, and a portion of the ramp was accessible from the hole the blast had caused. I jumped to grab it, but my hands tore on the metal and I fell back with a hiss.

“Stand back.” Nomad twisted his right arm and the suit covering it transformed and morphed into a larger mechanical glove. He raised his hand to grab the edge and with a ragged cry, he pulled it down. As he did so, I saw a flash of bronze. I activated my shield without thinking and held it up. A crack of lightning was followed by a metal projectile ricocheting off my shield. We scrambled back.

X’ael walked out of his ship with his rifle. A wound at his head was shimmering gold. “You annoying pests.” He fired again only for it to hit my shield once more. “You just never know when to leave well enough alone do you?”

“Give us the girl,” Nomad demanded.

“You dare give me an order?” X’ael laughed. He stepped to the side and unlocked a keypad on the outside of his ship. He pressed a few buttons and the turbine fell from the ship onto the snow. My eyes widened and he laughed again. “What? Did you think that little attempt at derailing me would work? This machine is smarter than a projectile being tossed into the turbine, you pathetic little creature.”

Reagan was right there. Hidden away in one of the cryopods. All I had to do was get her out. That was it.

Nomad shifted and whispered his words between us. “Do you trust me?”

“Barely, if at all,” I responded.

He suddenly took off to the left and I did a double take at the sight. In response, X’ael took a few steps away from the ship to raise his weapon to shoot. The Ascendant never got the chance to pull the trigger. A much larger blast rained from the sky and blasted him off his feet— sending him flying through the air in a golden blur of light.

I didn’t question the miraculous appearance of a ship or Nomad’s perfect timing, I just sprinted forward. There was an opening and by Aether, I was going to use it.

The ship groaned and shifted when I raced in, off balance from a missing turbine, and I found Reagan’s cryotube with ease. It was the only one in use. Aether, I wished Orion was here to tell me how to work the damned thing. Someone shouted my name from outside the ship and I began to hit buttons that seemed suspicious. The ship rocked under my feet once more. After trial and error, the tube let out a loud hiss, and the glass separated from the metal.

“Reagan.” I breathed and pulled the girl out and into my arms. She looked unharmed. It was as if I were picking her up from a nap. As if, she passed out on the couch reading and I was taking her to our room. The relief I felt, just holding her in my arms, was staggering.

We weren’t out of the woods yet.

I carried her out of the ship and realized why my name had been called out.

The blast that hit X’ael had worsened the smoldering flame into an inferno. It was melting the ground beneath us, and I learned quickly this hill was more ice than land. A loud crack shook the ground again. Nomad’s ship was parked on the other side of the hill, and Casiphia sprinted toward us.

“Ari!” Nomad yelled, and I ran. The ground was cracking under my feet with every step. Nomad stood on stable ground, he knelt and waved for me to hurry. Reagan began to stir in my arms as I ran.

She mumbled, but I couldn’t understand her.

“It’s okay. You’re okay.” I was within arms’ reach when a crack, louder than the ground, echoed through the air. Similar to a crack of lightning, but not.

I fell to my knees, gasping for air, as a sharp pain overtook every nerve ending in my body. It started in my side and rippled out. I looked over my shoulder to see X’ael walking out from the flames. His bronze armor was sizzling with heat as his cloak fell off in burnt tatters. All of his skin shimmered gold from the layers of skin the fire had taken from him. Only hatred and rage existed in his eyes.

I looked back to Nomad then down to Reagan. Her eyes were fluttered open and she mumbled my name. The snow under my knees was turning red. I was bleeding too much. I knew that. A few feet from where Nomad knelt, sat the dagger. Glowing against the white it was pillowed against. The ground shook once more and I knew it was one of the final warnings this hill was giving us. I closed the space as much as I could and threw Reagan into Nomad’s arms.

“Go.” I snatched the knife off the ground and stood.

“Ari! What’re you doing!?”

I spun to see X’ael had turned away from us and was trying to make it into his ship. Knowing Reagan was safe in Nomad’s arms took away the fear and panic that tainted my veins. Now, all that remained was anger. Red like the blood dripping from the gaping wound at my side, and hot like the inferno that was bringing this hill down.

The ground crumbled, and instead of running to solid land, I sprinted out to X’ael. My body slammed into his knocking him further from his ship and we fell with the crumbling snow and ice. Faintly, I heard someone scream my name and it vaguely sounded like Reagan. I hoped it wasn’t. I hoped this wasn’t the last sight she had of me.

X’ael and I fell, but not for long. The drop wasn’t too steep, but the ship and burning turbine fell with us. I hit the ground roughly and felt the heat of the turbine fly right over me as I continued to tumble down the incline. Finally, the spinning of the world came to a stop and my body landed on ground that didn’t seem to be giving way. With a groan, I buried the side of my face into the snow for the relief of the cold. I was sweltering.

When I lifted my head, fire surrounded me. Spilled starship fuel had spread and enveloped the area. Realistically, it’d only be so long before this portion of the hill gave way too.

“You stupid girl.” X’ael laughed. I found him a few feet from me, rising from the snow. He shook his head and motioned around us. “What do you think you’ve succeeded here? This hasn’t stopped anything. Only slowed me down.” He laughed again as I struggled to my feet. “Now what?”

“Now? Now, I kill you.” I readjusted the grip on the dagger I had clung to. “I told you it’d be the last thing I did.”

“With that special little dagger?” X’ael mocked. “I know all about it. It belongs to the Curator, and I’ll be taking it back.” He grinned and with the flickering flames around us the cruel smile seemed even more horrifying. “I’m not like Derrik Russell. You can’t intimidate me. I don’t fear death.”

“You should.”

I lunged for him with a grunt. X’ael blocked the blows of my fists and dodged any jab of the dagger. It was clear he wasn’t taking this fight seriously as he played on defense while I put my soul and any ounce of energy I had into offense. After a weak attempted punch, he backhanded me and I flew back onto the ground.

“It’s interesting.” X’ael hummed. I rolled to my belly and shakily pushed to stand. “I’ve gotten to know Kennex Hall fairly well.” I spat out the blood in my mouth. “He talks about you. Says you were quite the warrior.” X’ael shook his head. “I just don’t see it.”

I threw myself at him and he kicked me in the chest. Again, I fell.

“He’s better without you, you know?” X’ael strolled toward me. I got onto my hands and knees, but he kicked out and my head snapped to the side sharply as I flew back.

The pain I felt was hard to pinpoint. So much of me hurt, that it was almost a numbness. I pressed my throbbing face to the cold snow again and hissed. “He shared a bit of his life with us, and I understand it now. You were the thing holding him back. The reason he was stuck in squalor. It’s no wonder he jumped at the chance to embrace the calling he was blessed with.”

With a gulping gasp, I forced myself to my knees and then back to my feet. I was seeing double and I recognized the lightheadedness overtaking me—blood loss. It was almost ironic to be in this position once more.

“He doesn’t miss you,” X’ael chuckled.

“You… You…” I couldn’t get the words to push out entirely.

“You. You.” He mocked again and wandered closer. The arrogant bastard. X’ael shook his head. “Just lie down and die, Arienna Barlow. Your time has come. Think of it this way, if you die now then you won’t have to live through us killing the girl.”

I gnashed my teeth and with a cry, I raised my arm and tried to bring the dagger down onto him. X’ael caught my wrist with a sickening grin. He leaned his face in. The look in his eyes was nothing but smug confidence. An arrogance he hadn’t earned but was given to him. This wasn’t the first time I had been underestimated by someone like him.

“True gods don’t bleed,” He cooed. “I am a better fighter than you in every way.”

Not every way.

I released the dagger, catching it in my other hand, and with the last bit of energy I had I stabbed the dagger upward through a gap in his armor. X’ael gasped as the dagger tore through the mesh of his suit, the flesh of his skin, and the tissue of his lung. I yanked the blade out and he stumbled back with shaking hands. Blood painting his bronze armor.

“Guess you’re not a true god,” I scoffed and kicked him right where I’d stabbed him.

X’ael fell back with a strangled cry of pain, and I approached. He was still reeling. Shocked at the injury, distracted by the pain, blinded by the panic of death looming on the horizon. All things I had grown used to long, long ago.

I didn’t have to be a better fighter than these Ascendants.

I just had to get up one more time than they did.

He tried to push to his knees, but I held the dagger at his throat. My other hand grabbed him by the hair. X’ael looked up at me with his red, eerie eyes blown wide in fear. I shook my head unapologetically. “I thought you said you didn’t fear death, X’ael.”

“Don’t.” He replied. “I can take you to your friend. Kennex.”

“I don’t need you for that.” I pressed the dagger tighter to the skin of his throat.

“Wait, wait. Is this what you want!?” X’ael cried out. “To be the monster everyone thinks you are? The Curator knows your type, Arienna Barlow. Lucky Fox. Kennex told us everything and we know what you fear.” X’ael’s lips quivered and I found it pathetic. “Don’t let that monster in you win.” He gasped. “What would this gain you? Kennex— The Kennex you know is gone. Killing me won’t bring him back. It’ll only turn you into your worst fear.”

I rolled his words around in my head for a moment. X’ael wasn’t wrong. The Kennex I knew was gone. Even once I found him again, I knew deep down it would never be the same. We would never be the same. I also knew giving into temptations like revenge, feeding the bloodlust I had always feared while working for Recluse, was a dangerous game to play.

“You’re right, X’ael,” I sighed. His lips twitched in a small smile. “Nothing will ever bring back the Kennex I know.” I knew all these things, but the fact of the matter was this: I did not care. “And that means there is nothing in this system that can save you from me.”

X’ael opened his mouth to argue more, but I let the dagger, hungry for Ascendant blood, slice through his delicate skin and arteries. A gurgle of pain left his open mouth as he clutched at his throat now pouring the blood he had not seen in centuries. After a few more twitches he went still. The only sound now was my heavy breathing and the crackling of the flames. I took a step back and my knees gave out.

Much like he had, I collapsed into a pile. It was as if no part of me had any energy left to move. Even my heart and lungs strained to keep working. I stared up at the sky. Through the billowing black smoke, the gray snow clouds, and the chunks of Drucanna’s moon, was a patch of blue sky. A glimmer of Sol’s light seeping through the world’s atmosphere. My lips twitched into a small smile as I stared at it.

“Ari,” a voice whispered. A cold hand cupped my face and suddenly Kennex was leaning over me. He didn’t look like the Ascendant I saw on the news channel. He looked like him. Bruised and battered and smiling at only me. “Hey.”

“I’m in a rough spot, Kennex,” I breathed.

“I know. I’m here for you.” He murmured. “Just close your eyes. Sleep. It’s time to rest.”

I gave a small shake of my head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?” His fingers traced my face, and I wished they weren’t cold.

“Reagan. I gotta be there for Reagan. I promised,” I whispered. “And you… I have to find you.”

“You saved Reagan. You found me.” Kennex smiled. “Take care of yourself now. It’s time to go home.” Faintly, a different voice was calling me. “You’ve been fighting for so long, so hard. Don’t you just want to stop? Take a break. Rest. The fight is over for you, Ari.”

I lifted a hand and tried to touch Kennex’s face, but my fingers passed through his cheek. Tears rolled over the sides of my face. “You’re not mine. I don’t know what you are. But you’re not him.”

“I can be.” Kennex shrugged. “I can be whatever you need. All you have to do is sleep.”

I gave another small shake of my head and disappointment filled Kennex’s eyes. My fingers met something solid, and I wondered if I was wrong. Maybe this was him. Kennex’s features faded away and were replaced with a cracked reflection of myself. Blood stained my upper lip from my nose, broken, and coated my lips. The right side of my face was swollen and blood had dried in my hair making it stand out from the snow I laid on. The cracks only made me look worse.

“Ari. You gotta get up,” Nomad said.

“Reagan,” I mumbled.

“She’s fine, you’re not,” Nomad grunted and scooped me up. “Stay awake.”

I wasn’t sure how the hells he was carrying me right now with the gaping hole in his abdomen. I knew right now the hole in my own abdomen would prevent me from taking a step. I couldn’t fathom the effort.

“We do both have holes,” Nomad grunted with a scoff.

Had I said that out loud?

“Yeah. You said that out loud too.”

Alright. My eyes fluttered. If I fell asleep that was a surefire way to get my mouth to stop running.

“No, no. I said stay awake, Ari. Ari?”

I closed my eyes and drifted off.
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- SIXTY-ONE -

“Skies be blessed! I don’t care who you are—”

“You should, stargazer. This is my medbay. My home.”

“My patient,” Uldrel’s rough voice grunted possessively.

It took a moment to register I was awake and alive. The ceiling above me was tiled, white, and unrecognizable. New.

Uldrel, and a male voice I thought I recognized, continued to argue as I gathered my bearings. My entire body felt heavy and exhausted. The cot I laid on wasn’t overly comfortable, but it was warm. Much better than being out in the snow.

I took a deep breath and the stinging scent of antiseptic burned my nose.

“Ari,” Uldrel breathed. His features filled my vision as he leaned over me. The medic had sutures holding together a wound at his hairline. The skin around his nose and along his right cheekbone had splotches of darkened lavender. Bruising. Worry bounced between every star trapped in his eyes. “Ari, can you hear me?”

His mask covered the lower part of his face. I lifted a hand and tapped against the metal contraption. “You found it.” My voice was hoarse. “You found your mask.”

Uldrel sighed in relief, but it was quickly replaced with anger. “Are you out of your mind? You could have died!”

“I kinda thought I did.” I chuckled. The sound made my body ache. I lifted a hand to rest on my abdomen, but where a bleeding hole had been, was simply the soft material of a gown covering me and the faint outline of a bandage underneath. “If you keep taking care of me after I do reckless things, it’s only gonna reinforce my behavior, Uldrel.” He muttered curses under his breath, but his shoulders lacked the tension they held moments before. I blinked a few more times and gasped. “Kark. Reagan.” I attempted to sit up. “Where is—”

Uldrel kept me from moving. “She is fine. She is with her sister.” My concern still wasn’t appeased and he elaborated. “They went to get food. They are still in Sziklam, as we are. Reagan has been glued to the medbay, she’ll be back soon.”

“And—And Orion?”

“A bit glitched, but functioning,” Uldrel said. “Cyn is working on a new body for him.”

I wanted to ask about Derrik, but I found myself unable to form the words. What would I even ask? Lying here, in the stillness of Uldrel’s protection and the knowledge that the others were safe, the heartache settled in. The sting of his betrayal was sharp and I wasn’t sure how to process it.

Uldrel seemed to recognize my thoughts and squeezed my hand.

“It is exciting to see you awake, young one.” That voice. It was familiar but off. An alarm rang at the back of my head that something wasn’t right. I pushed up to sit as Uldrel huffed. Standing a few feet from the cot, once hidden by Uldrel’s hulking frame, was Recluse. “It is very nice to meet you, Ari Barlow.”

Not Recluse.

The man looked like the one who tormented me but older. Silver interrupted the blond of his hair, streaks of it in the fur of his ears, and this man had a thick beard that my monster did not sport. The same blue eyes studied me, and appraised me, but when he smiled there was no gold covering his canines. He was just as gaudily dressed in robes of orange and red. A thick chain of gold hung around his neck.

“You’re not…” I mumbled.

“Wyble? No, I am not.” He replied. My confusion was noted and he chuckled. “Of course, my apologies, you know my son as ‘Recluse’, I suppose.”

“You’re telling me, this entire time, I’ve been pushed around by a guy named ‘Wyble’?” I replied. He shrugged. The universe was cruel with its irony. I rubbed at my face. “Who are you exactly?”

Uldrel leaned against the cot by my side with his arms crossed. “His name is Wyant Tribalk the second. He’s the King of Sziklam and the neighboring communities.”

“Huh,” Only Uldrel could sound so irritated and put out by a literal King standing in his presence. I was still reeling that egotistical Recluse actually came from royalty. No wonder he was such a bastard to deal with all the time.

“May I speak to Ms. Barlow alone?”

“No.” Uldrel immediately answered.

The King’s face remained neutral and at ease, but I noticed him bristling at the medic’s reply. It was interesting. King Wyant of Sziklam had the same tells as Recluse. I set a hand on Uldrel’s shoulder and nodded. He replied to it with a glare, but I pushed out a sigh of emphasis. Finally, Uldrel muttered and pushed off the cot. “Fine. I’ll be back in ten minutes. Ari needs to rest, not to discuss unimportant matters.”

Uldrel stomped out of the medbay.

The door out was only two cots away. I noticed how impressive the space was in its entirety. The room was circular with a high ceiling and a total of twelve cots encircled the room. At the center was a workspace of multiple desks and tools. A matching circular half wall divided it from the main space so the entire medbay resembled a bullseye from above. The floors were white tile to match the plain ceiling, and by every cot was a floor-to-ceiling window. I tried to peer through the semi see-through curtain that covered the closest one to me, but Wyant pulled my attention away.

“The Stellotrian is rather ornery,” he chuckled.

“He’s protective,” I corrected.

“Right.” The king paced to the end of the cot and set his hands on the frame. His black nails tapped against the wood and I found it hard to focus. “I should start by apologizing for my son’s behavior. Wyble was—”

“Your son.”

“Yes. My eldest.” Wyant nodded. “When it came time for him to take the throne, I reacted poorly. I underwent an anti-aging treatment to ensure I could continue to hold control. Wyble was upset and sought power elsewhere.” The Dracck had certainly succeeded. “Anyways, I will keep this brief. I wanted to thank you.”

I furrowed my brow. “Thank me? For what?”

“For showing the Meridian System that change is possible.” Wyant grinned. His words did nothing to clarify the situation, and the tapping of his nails made my heart race. “You see, you killed an Ascendant.” A sudden flash of X’ael’s hot blood melting the snow made me flinch. Wyant didn’t seem to notice or care. “Do you know how us Dracck came to be?”

I shook my head.

“We evolved. Once upon a time, we were the weakest creatures on this world of ice and darkness. Prey. That is until the day we banded together. It took time. Hundreds of thousands of trips around Sol, but now we are the reigning species on Drucanna. No longer prey, we became the hunters.”

I wrung my hands. The lack of rings on my right hand, and the lack of a vambrace, made the situation even more anxiety-riddled. This was not Recluse, yet he filled my body with the same edge. “What are you trying to tell me?”

“Ari, thanks to you we are no longer prey to Illyarium.” Wyant chuckled. “We have become the hunters again.”

“I… I’m not looking to hunt Ascendants.” I let the words fall out slowly as his intentions dawned on me. “That was never my goal. My aim wasn’t to start a war or… Look, I was protecting my kid, and I did. That’s it.”

Wyant shook his head, “You must realize, whether you like it or not, your actions reverberated beyond that. You have put into motion a revolution.” I sucked in a sharp breath as greed filled his gaze. He never looked more like Recluse than at this moment. “Tell me how you accomplished it. How did you kill Ascendant X’ael?”

“I don’t know,” I lied.

The king’s nails grew, the talons sinking into the wood of the cot’s frame, and I stiffened. Wyant must have noticed my unease as he pulled his hands away to hold behind his back. He chuckled, an appeasing sound aimed to calm, and nodded. “The medic was correct. You need your rest. I’d like you to know you are welcome here in Sziklam, always. We have sided with you.” I opened to argue I didn’t create sides, but he wouldn’t allow me to speak. “You and your entire crew can rest easy. Then, you and I can speak later.”

There was a knock at the door and I glanced over to see Nomad. The glass of his helmet was repaired. Rather than wearing his armor, he had on normal clothes that still covered him fully. A black, leather jacket that matched the color of his pants and shirt. The collar of his shirt went up to where his helmet ended and he wore thick gloves on his hands. Nomad didn’t speak. He stood in place and stared.

Finally, Wyant stepped away from my cot. The king paused by the hunter and scoffed. “Nomad,” he greeted in a mocking tone. He glanced over his shoulder and gave a slight bow in my direction. “Rest well, Ms. Barlow. I will see you again.”

Nomad didn’t move until the sound of Wyant’s steps faded away. Only then did he come closer. “What was that about? How’d you piss off a king?”

“I didn’t. Wyant is not a fan of bounty hunters,” Nomad replied. I could see the logic there. There was a well-known hunting sect that originated from Drucanna, made solely of Dracck men and women, but that didn’t mean they had the king’s approval.

“How do you feel?”

I sighed, “I’m alive. Guess I technically have you to thank for that.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“Good, because I don’t actually plan to,” I replied. Despite being sore, I forced myself to stand. My bare feet were chilled by the tile floor and the simple medbay gown allowed a breeze. I crossed my arms. “I never told you to come save me. Your priority should’ve been getting Reagan to safety.”

“I did.”

“Yeah, but—”

“I’m not sorry about saving you.” Nomad cut in. “So, if you’re looking for me to admit a mistake, I won’t.” He crossed his arms, mimicking my stance. “How do you think Reagan would feel knowing you chose revenge over her?”

My blood boiled and I resisted the urge to shove him. “Excuse me? That’s not what happened.” I closed the space, but Nomad didn’t flinch. “As long as X’ael was alive, he’d be a threat to Reagan. I was protecting her.”

“This fight just started. Sacrificing yourself so early isn’t in her best interest.”

“You fraking ass,” I scoffed. “Weren’t you the one claiming I was the worst thing for her?”

“I thought you were.”

“What, and now you don’t?”

Nomad didn’t respond. He simply tilted his head and stood in silence. The sound of running interrupted the tension and it only took me a second to recognize the familiar steps. Reagan barreled through the door with wide eyes. She was dressed to the nines in fancier clothes than I had ever bought her. The pink shirt, tucked into a matching polka dot skirt in an array of colors, were made of rich material. The knee-length, electric blue snow boots were new as well. However, she still wore her usual jacket over the ensemble.

“Ari!” She screamed and sprinted to me. The girl tackled me hard enough that I fell onto the cot and nearly rolled over the opposite edge. My body screamed at the force of the blow, but I didn’t care. I held tightly to the girl and refused to let go.

“Reagan, thank Aether.” I gasped. “Are you alright?”

“I’m sorry!” Reagan was blubbering against my chest as I held her. She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t hate you. I didn’t mean it. I love you, Ari. I’m so sorry!”

Her words were muffled by her tears and my chest. I just breathed a sigh of relief. Uldrel said she was safe, but seeing it for myself was what truly brought me comfort.

“It’s okay.” I brushed my hand against the back of her head. Uldrel and Casiphia appeared in the doorway together. Trailing after the girl. “I’m okay, Reagan. I know you didn’t mean it. I’m sorry, and I… I love you too, sweet girl.”

“I was so mean to you,” Reagan sobbed. “But you came anyway, and—”

“Hey,” I sat up and pulled Reagan back so I could see her. Her face was a mess of tears and snot, and I used the sleeve of my med gown to wipe it all clean. “I made you a promise, didn’t I? And you were right… I wasn’t keeping it, but I am now.” My eyes darted over Reagan’s head to glance at Casiphia. “I’m not going anywhere, Reagan.”

Reagan’s older sister held my stare for a beat before giving a small nod of approval. Good. Lucky or not, I made a promise to myself that nothing was going to happen to Reagan, and I’d be damned if I didn’t follow through on it. As I continued to hug Reagan, Nomad’s words came back to me.

I hadn’t been trying to sacrifice myself. At least, not consciously. Nomad was partially right if I thought about it though. X’ael was a risk to Reagan and always would be while he lived. However, in those last moments when I brought him to his end it had not been with the little girl in mind. It had been memories of Diomedes. It had been my rage. I let it consume me and my choices reflected that.

Still, I found no regret in my heart. Only content.

Did that make me a monster?

Maybe it did, maybe it didn’t. I guess it would depend on who was asked. Personally, I didn’t know the answer to the question, couldn’t even begin to guess, but for the first time in my life, I found I didn’t care. Monster or not, I was exactly who Reagan needed right now, and that was enough.
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- SIXTY-TWO -

Imissed Derrik.

Two weeks had passed since his betrayal, and every so often I found myself looking for him. At dinner, I’d scan the table searching for green eyes to already be staring back at me. Every time, it filled me with disappointment then guilt. I missed Derrik, but I hated that I missed him. The others said he had disappeared— left. Ellis had broken away to help when the hill started to fall apart, and in the chaos, Derrik just slipped away.

The Ascendant crossed my mind again as I leaned against the wall of the hanger watching Cyn argue with Casiphia about the Nova’s repairs. King Wyant had been truthful when he said we’d be welcome here. It was a peaceful two weeks of rest. No looking over our shoulders. Just repairs of the ship we called home and of our weary souls.

I wasn’t the only one taking Derrik’s betrayal hard, but no one spoke on the matter. The one time Casiphia brought him up, early in the Nova’s reconstruction, Cyn had punched her. Nylah and Uldrel had to pull them apart. It was the first time the pilot had readily accepted Nylah’s help since the Nova had been attacked. The two were still tiptoeing around one another—a shadow of what they were.

“Hey, kit.” Ellis stepped to my side from behind.

“Holt,” I replied. He had saved me from Derrik’s delusion, but it didn’t fix the tension between us. Every time I saw him, my mind would plaster an image of Ellis handing Reagan to X’ael.

“You wanna go on a walk?”

“Where?”

“I wanna show you something.”

“Holt, I’m not really in the mood—”

“Please.”

I turned my head to face him. There was a pained sincerity on his face that caught me off guard. Pushing off the wall, I gave him a small nod and zipped up my jacket to brace for the cold air as we stepped outside.

The others handled Ellis’ choice as I did. They understood, but it was tense. What helped was finding out Ellis hadn’t known about Derrik’s choice to harm Uldrel. Not until after the smoke cleared. Ellis had known about Orion, but he hadn’t known the extent of the injuries. It upset him to find out. Uldrel though? I had never seen Ellis angrier than when he found out Derrik had planned to leave Uldrel for dead.

Casiphia and Nomad continued to make their distaste for Ellis obvious. Not that it was a shocking reveal. All that aside, what seemed to bother Ellis the most was Reagan’s avoidance of him.

“Nova’s nearly fixed. Should be set to leave soon.” Ellis commented as we walked down the fresh plows of snow covering the ground. It had stormed the night prior.

“Yeah, that is if Cyn and Casiphia don’t kill one another.” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket to keep warm. “At least Cyn’s so preoccupied with arguing that they haven’t annoyed me about my pauldron much lately.”

When Cyn found out I chucked my pauldron into the turbine of X’ael’s ship they had been aghast. They made it clear they were proud of me for my quick thinking to save Reagan, but they were also going to throttle me for the destruction of the suit. Threats and heated words aside, Cyn was already in the process of making me a new one.

“Oh, don’t worry. Cyn doesn’t forget anything. They’ll be on your ass for it soon enough.”

It was silent between us as we walked, and I noticed eyes darting to us. Every few feet, whispers would join the stares, and I narrowed my eyes. Ellis wasn’t wearing a helmet or any face covering, but he’d never needed it before. There wasn’t much in the news yet about what had occurred, we had all agreed the Curator was trying to cover it up, but maybe there had been an update we had missed.

“Ellis,” I murmured. “People are recognizing you. We should head back.”

“No.” Ellis shook his head and grasped the crook of my arm to pull me around a corner with him. “Not me, kit. They’re recognizing you.”

All questions died in my throat as Ellis pointed in the direction he wanted me to look. We were in a courtyard, and one of the buildings had a mural painted on the side amongst the vines that naturally grew there.

Me. It was a mural of me.

It wasn’t formal like the ones on Acheron, but it still had a collection of candles and gifts at its base in the snow. Whoever painted it, depicted me in my space suit and maroon jacket. Hair white as the snow around her, brown eyes burning with determination, and the details they had gotten correct scared me.

“What the hells is this?” I gasped.

“You have fans apparently.” Ellis shrugged.

Along the top of the mural, painted in bright red paint that had dripped down the mural while drying, were words written in Dracckian. I swallowed. “The—The words, what do they…”

“Rough translation?” Ellis hummed. “It’s a title—Reaper of the Gods.”

The word ‘reaper’ made my breath catch in my throat. I was at a loss for words. King Wyant had claimed I started something regardless of my intent. This was the first time I recognized he may have been right.

“Why did you bring me here?” I asked.

“Do you think of Derrik often?” Ellis answered with a question. My gaze snapped away from the view of myself to stare at him. A lump had formed in my throat and no amount of swallowing would rid me of it. “Yeah. Thought so. I’m sorry, kit.”

Ellis wasn’t the person I wanted to hear an apology from. Though, even if Derrik tried to make amends, I was positive I would not take it well. I wasn’t angry at him for the way he made me feel. For that, I blamed myself. I was stupid enough to fall for him, stupid enough to let myself think I could have romance in my life, and that wasn’t his fault. Derrik was absolutely and entirely himself. I saw it now. With the attention he offered me, with the soft gaze he settled on my skin, and his comforting touch, I had ignored every red flag. Every time my gut flipped around him, I assumed it was anxiety over something new rather than the warning my body meant it to be.

No, I was angry because he thought sacrificing Reagan was an answer.

And for that, I would never forgive him.

“He does love you, you know.”

“Don’t.” I snapped. “He’s delusional.”

“Maybe.” Ellis shrugged.

Uldrel and I had talked for a long time about Derrik’s belief. About my supposed immortality. The medic was more convinced than I, but it wasn’t as if this was a theory we could test. Not without taking a pretty monumental risk.

I crossed my arms. “Do you think I’m immortal?”

“Maybe,” Ellis repeated himself in a non-committed fashion. “Crazier things have happened. Still probably wouldn’t bet on it though.”

“Why’d you do it?”

It was the question I had been meaning to as since I woke up in that medbay. It was the question that could change everything. A part of me was afraid to ask because the answer could ruin this relationship too, but I needed to know.

“Derrik was right.” Ellis crossed his arms. I stiffened. “It sucks, and I hate it, but Reagan being Erebus reincarnated doesn’t bode well for the universe. She’ll destroy everything.”

“You seriously believe she’d do that?” I snapped. “Reagan?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what happens when an Empyrean awakens in the body they’ve been reincarnated in. Do any of us?” Ellis replied. He twisted his lips and shook his head. “What I do know, is that Primm exists. I want her to live a full and happy life. I’ll always air on the side of caution when it comes to her.”

“Doesn’t Reagan deserve that chance too?”

“Of course, and I love the kid, but she’s not my daughter,” Ellis replied. “Primm is. It’s my job to do whatever I have to do, even if it means making a decision that’ll lead me to hate myself.”

To our cores, Ellis and I were more alike than I thought. Maybe that was why we got on each other’s nerves so easily. I wanted to be angry, an action that usually came naturally to me, but all I could think was I would’ve done the same. If the roles were reversed. There wasn’t much I wouldn’t do to protect Reagan at this point.

“Then why’d you come back to help us?” I asked.

“You.”

“What?” I blinked in shock.

“I came back to help you.” Ellis enunciated each word, making it too clear for me to misinterpret. His stance was one of exhaustion. Shoulders weighed heavy by some invisible stress. Ellis’ gaze packed a punch. I couldn’t move until he looked away. With the intensity of his blue eyes focused elsewhere, I found I could breathe again. “I hated it, but I had come to terms with our plan. Killing you was never…” Ellis shook his head and stuck his hands into his pockets. “Nobody else was supposed to get hurt.”

Unable to stomach the weight of this conversation any longer, I nodded back to the mural. “What was the point of this, Ellis? Why bring me here?”

“I don’t know. Wanted you to see it.” Ellis cleared his throat. “Thought it’d be an okay spot to say goodbye.” My eyes widened and he nodded. “Yeah, I’m leaving.” I opened my mouth and he waited to see what I would say. However, no words came out. Ellis’ smile was bittersweet. “It’s for the best. I think some time and distance would do us all good. I need to think.”

“Where are you gonna go?”

“To see Primm, maybe.” He shrugged and kicked his boot against the snow. It was the first time I saw him anxious. “Not sure how she’d handle seeing me though. I’m kind of a scrap father.”

I shook my head, “No. You’re not.” Ellis met my gaze, hope in his eyes, and I offered a small shrug. “You’re doing something scrap fathers usually don’t do.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re coming back.”

Ellis chuckled. “Guess so. Sounds like you speak from experience.”

“Well, my scrap father is still gone.” We stood in a comfortable silence for a moment longer and then Ellis turned in place and offered me a hand. I raised an eyebrow at it and understood its meaning. “You’re leaving right now? What about the others? Aren’t you gonna say goodbye?”

Ellis shook his head. “To be honest, I’m scared to try. I’m not sure what their reaction would be. Sad to see me go, or relieved by it and… I’m not sure I want to know.”

“They’re gonna miss you, Ellis. All of us are.” I said honestly. “Reagan too.”

“Just… say goodbye for me, kit? And tell… tell Reagan I said sorry.”

With a nod, I clasped my arm with his. I pulled him closer and pushed up to wrap my arms around his neck. Ellis returned the hug after only a small second of hesitation. It wasn’t a lie. I would miss him. As would everyone else. Ellis was the one to break the hug, and when he pulled back, he shot me the same smirk that annoyed me to no end during our travels.

“Keep them safe for me, yeah kit?”

“I will. Don’t hesitate to call if you need us.” I replied. “And… tell Primm I said hello.”

Ellis nodded and began to walk away. He waved a hand over his head. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell her all about how in love with me you are, and how heartbroken you were to watch me walk away.”

“Aether, you’re a fraking screwhead.”

He winked once then turned to disappear into the crowd. Just like that, the two Ascendants who had interwoven themselves so tightly into my life were gone. I glanced at my mural once more, cringing at the sight of a Dracck paying it respect, and turned to head back to the hanger.

During the walk back, I buried my memories of Derrik.

He had made his choice, and I made mine—to stay with Reagan.

Deep down, I didn’t think Kennex would be upset by my decision, or I hoped he’d at least understand. Reagan needed me more than he did right now.

As I entered the hangar, I was greeted with the sound of Cyn’s loud arguing. Seconds after hearing Casiphia bite back, a heavy weight fell from the air and slammed into my shoulder. I grunted in surprise and only barely kept myself from falling over.

“Aether, O.” I huffed and pulled the spark off my back to hold.

They had replaced his cat frame with another feline one. Drucanna’s security force had a fleet of engineered robotic creatures at their disposal. Most were created in the likeness of a deadly beast that roamed the world. One feline, native to Drucanna, was a leopard. Orion was still gray but now had a more prominent white belly and chest. His back was covered in a black-ringed pattern of fur. Six strong legs with clawed paws and two long, thick tails. Casiphia and Cyn had worked wonders to refit one of the security drones into a body fit for Orion. It spoke wonders to Casiphia’s skills with spark engineering considering she managed to fill the body with enough life for Orion to emote the way he had before. She claimed she didn’t hold a flame to her father though.

“You’re too big for this scrap now.”

“Are you calling me fat, Ari?”

“I’m calling you a freeloader, furball. You got two extra legs and you still want someone to carry you around.” I dropped him. In height, he came up just a bit above my knees and weighed at least fifty pounds. The days of fitting in a child’s bookbag were long gone. “Where’s Reagan?”

“With Uldrel. We were looking for you.” Orion rubbed his head against the side of my leg. I knelt by him with a mocking sigh and scratched between his set of double ears. “Where did you go?”

I would share with the others the news of Ellis’ departure a bit later. I’d give him the time to leave Sziklam without having to worry about anyone giving chase. I let my hand shift to scratch under Orion’s jaw and he purred happily. I chuckled. “Just out exploring. Why were you guys looking for me?”

“I wanted to discuss with you our plans.” Orion nipped at my hand to signal he was done with petting and I flicked his nose in response. “What now, Ari?”

It was a good question. With my plans to seek out Kennex on hold, it left a question mark on my future. For the first time in my life though, the unknown future didn’t scare me as it had before. My path would rejoin with Kennex’s one day. I knew it. Everyone said he was not the man I knew, and the truth of that statement was dawning on me. It was oddly something X’ael had said that brought me peace. Nothing would bring back the Kennex I knew, and the longer I clung to that ideal the harder it would be to move forward.

Kennex was changed, but I was too. We were not task runners on Acheron struggling to make ends meet anymore. But, that was alright. Kennex and I didn’t have to be those people to love one another. I spent so much time fearing change that I stupidly forgot that nothing in this universe could alter how I felt about him.

We’d come together again one day. Perhaps after I got Reagan settled somewhere safe, I’d seek him out. Kennex could meet the friends I had made—the family I had found.

Cyn and Casiphia were by the working holotable pointing and fighting over the blueprints in front of them. Nylah was sorting through inventory as Nomad carried over new crates for her to work through. Uldrel walked out of the Nova, down the cargo hold, and Reagan skipped down behind him with a laugh. She paused to scan the room and when her eyes landed on me she grinned and waved rapidly with a loud greeting. The others looked over.

“I don’t know, O.”

Cyn was yelling at me to come agree with them and call Casiphia an unflattering phrase. Uldrel scolded the pilot for getting so worked up as Nylah and Nomad paused in their work to drift to the scene. Meanwhile, Reagan sprinted toward me.

“Guess we’ll just have to figure it out together.”

I caught Reagan when she launched herself at me with a laugh and carried her back as Orion followed by my side. I wasn’t sure what our next steps would be, but I knew exactly who I wanted by my side.
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- EPILOGUE -

The mural of Arienna Barlow was quite the sight.

Beautifully crafted, without a doubt, and not what Jude expected. He sat on a bench in the courtyard where the mural was in full view as well as the woman it was praising. Ari and Ellis had entered the courtyard and he found himself studying their conversation curiously.

Jude felt a presence on the bench beside him and spoke without looking away from the curious woman. “I know what you are going to say, Mikia.” He chuckled. “It doesn’t need to be said. I can see her right there.”

A light pink hand grasped him by the chin and turned his head to face her. The Stellotrian woman had dark pink accents on her face. Her pretty, petite features made her seem softer than Jude knew her to be. Starry eyes glared at him. Mikia’s features were scrunched in irritation and what Jude recognized as worry. She was anxious. It didn’t happen often over their centuries spent together, but Jude knew her well. She lifted her hands to sign at him.

“She is supposed to be dead. Why is she not dead?” Mikia was mute in this lifetime and relied on her hands to get her point across.

“That’s a good question.” Jude grinned. “I have no idea.”

“This isn’t a joke.”

“I know, but it’s entertaining all the same.”

Mikia angrily signed his name and Jude held his own hands up in surrender. He turned back around to glance at Ari. The Ascendant had disappeared leaving the young Yarian woman to stand alone. The pair of Empyreans had followed Erebus’ reincarnation and the strange woman caring for her across the system. With every trial Ari seemed to face, Jude found her existence more and more curious. Fate had carved in stone the story of Arienna Barlow, yet the mortal had somehow chosen to sidestep her destiny entirely.

Mikia gathered his attention again. “She cannot be a martyr if she lives. I can kill her now.”

“No.” Jude shook his head. Answering almost too quickly. He always had a bad habit of being too curious for his own good. “It’s too late for that. We’ll just keep following, Mikia.” When he looked back, Ari had left the courtyard. Jude hummed in amusement. “I mean, aren’t you the least bit interested in where the Lucky Fox will end up now that she’s thrown away the template of her life?”

Mikia pushed to stand and stopped in front of him with a glare. “Not particularly.”

“Well, I am.” Jude grinned. “I’m very interested indeed.”
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