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Part
One

 

Chapter 1: Strangers on a Boat


 


The morning air was chilly for
early June. The fog may have come in overnight and stayed into the morning, but
the promise of sunshine was not lost on Zoe Thanatos as she closed the car door
behind her, remnants of the sun peeking out from behind light grey clouds. From
her place in the parking lot she could see small boats and ships floating in
the water parked in their assigned spots, waiting for their owners to take them
out for a day on the Pacific. 


After purchasing a ticket for the
hour and half trip to Santa Cruise Island she noticed a smattering of people
milling about the harbor; a scouting troop of girls yawning as their leader
made an inventory of their belongings, all manner of sleeping bags, fishing and
camping gear. Smaller groupings of tourists were standing around talking
amongst themselves, ready for the adventure that awaited them. She looked
around at all the faces, most of them smiling or otherwise happy, and wondered
what made her so different from them. 


It wasn’t her history to be
unhappy. She could recall with ease several instances throughout her life where
she was unequivocally happy and at peace. However, those moments occurred less
often the older she got and by the time she reached her twenty-fourth birthday
one year ago, all happiness had escaped her life completely. She couldn’t stand
the thought of waking up to another day of emptiness.


She made no hurry to board as the
attendants announced the imminent departure of the boat. She held her ticket
and watched as the group of young girls formed a line to board the ship their
excitement growing with each passing minute. She joined at the back of the line
and recalled her first trip to the island just off the coast of Ventura. For hours
she hiked in the hot sun until reaching the top of a cliff with a singularly
stunning view of the Pacific Ocean as it stretched out for miles. It was the
tallest she’d ever stood, and one of the last times she ever smiled so wide it
hurt her face.  She hoped for just an ounce of that feeling.


She gave her ticket to the
attendant and boarded, making her way to the top deck where she could watch the
journey with an uninterrupted view. Twenty minutes later they were off, making
their way through the harbor with ease, out towards the open water of the
Pacific. A quiet stream of chatter flowed around her, but Zoe’s attention remained
on the horizon. The boat gained speed and rode over crests of deep blue waves. The
minutes passed in silence as she stared out towards the unseen chain of Channel
Islands. 


“I heard it’s possible we’ll see
dolphins on our way to the island.” Zoe frowned and looked quizzically at the
stranger who interrupted her thoughts. He was a young man and smiled revealing
perfectly straight white teeth. He was tan with a square jaw, eyes bright and
green beneath a thick blanket of lashes, and a crop of chestnut hair. He was
the kind of handsome that was impossibly charming, with a penetrative stare
that must have made many women swoon. She would disappoint him. “It’s true,”
she replied. “And seals. They like to lie out on the buoys.” 


“Have you been before?” he asked.
To her surprise he seemed genuinely interested in her, though she suspected it
was nothing more than an attempt to pass the time.


“Once a few years ago. Your first
time?”


“It is. A buddy of mine mentioned
the trails are awesome for hiking and that the views are great. He claimed it
was like being in another world,” he laughed and shook his head in a way that
made her wonder why he even mentioned it to begin with. Zoe searched her
memory, recalling images of the island. 


“I can see why your friend would
say that. Though, I don’t have much to compare it to.” Her eyes drifted down to
her clasped hands in her lap. She never travelled too far from home and always
regretted it when the thought came to mind. She had the financial means to go
wherever she pleased but could never commit to traveling. An island thirty
miles off the coast of her hometown was the furthest she had ever gone.


“I’m Evan,” he introduced as his
hand extended toward her. When her eyes met his again she noticed they conveyed
a sense of warmth, a geniality that seemed almost unnatural for a virtual
stranger. Her instinct told her she could trust him; she didn’t listen.


“Anne,” she lied as she shook his
hand. It was a soft hand, she thought, and gentle. The corners of her mouth
picked up. It was the best smile she could manage.


“Very nice to meet you, Anne.” His
eyes took a quick appraisal of her as she had of him, though his examination
felt more personal, as if he could tell more about her from her face than from
her words. “So seals and dolphins? Any chance of seeing a whale?”


She feigned nonchalance. “I imagine
it’s possible.” 


“I’m heading up to Santa Barbara to
go whale watching tomorrow. I’m sort of creating my own road trip, going up the
coast beach by beach.” There was an inherent excitement in everything he talked
about, his whole face moving as he spoke. His eyes widened and eyebrows arched
as he talked about the boardwalk in Santa Monica, his mouth curling into a
smile as he recalled driving up Pacific Coast Highway. His recollections were
so clear it was as though he was reliving each experience. Zoe listened with
interest as he laid out his plan to go up the coast from Santa Barbara to San
Luis Obispo. By the time he reached San Francisco, Zoe realized it was not her
interest that kept her listening, but her envy. Having lived her entire life at
or around the beach made her familiar and jaded with its inherent charms. He
had something to look forward to and she couldn’t recall the last time she felt
the same way.


“At some point I’d love to go all
the way up to Oregon and Washington and take in the entire coast.” It wasn’t
until he finished speaking that she realized she had been staring at him, her
thoughts eclipsed by his enthusiasm and warmth, her eyes unable to look away
from the dimples that puckered his cheeks when he smiled. For a fraction of a
moment she was unburdened by her own life and caught up in his, imagining tents
perched on the beach at Refugio, the great monolith embedded in the shore off
Morro Bay, and the salt water taffy she’d risk a cavity for from a small shop
along the boardwalk. 


The moment passed and she was
transported back to her own reality, the confining plastic chair beneath her a
fitting allegory for her own discontent. She tried to think of something to say
to excuse her staring, but found she had nothing to say.


“All right folks! If you want to
take a look out to the left you’ll see a pod of dolphins out in the distance,”
the captain announced over the loudspeaker. Zoe blinked and took a deep breath,
her thoughts detaching from the handsome stranger and his plans. She followed
the group of heads turning out to the open sea where a school of dolphins,
fifteen to twenty in total, were taking turns leaping out of the water. In two
enthusiastic steps Evan was standing with his hands on the railing leaning over
it boat to get better view. He was as excited as any kid. Around her other boat
patrons watched gleefully, expressions of awe in their faces. She was the only
one seated . Maybe to someone who had never been to the beach a dolphin was
somewhat of a novelty, but for her they were just another bit of charm she
failed to be dazzled by. 


“Come on, Anne! You’ve got to see
this!” Evan exclaimed, looking at her as though something truly wonderful were
happening. As Zoe approached the railing Evan stepped aside to make room for
her; it was a sight to see. Even the dolphins looked happy and carefree, which
only served to pointedly drive home the fact that she was anything but. Not for
lack of trying.


The truth of the matter was that the
trip wasn’t Zoe’s first attempt to rectify her problem with happiness. She’d
tried cute animals at the Santa Barbara Zoo, roller coasters at Six Flags, wine
tasting in Solvang, traveling up and down the same one hundred miles of
California to find something that would bring her even a modicum of happiness.
Nothing ever did. 


“We don’t have anything like this
back home,” Evan mused to himself. He turned to face Zoe and the dimples
deepened as his cheeks filled with delight. 


“It’s great,” she tried. When he
turned his face away to look again at the dolphin spectacle she thought she’d
managed to convince him. 


Minutes later the captain pointed to
the dozens of seals lying like fat babies on red buoys, others just floating
around in the water without a care in the world. Zoe took the few steps back to
her seat, clasped her hands together in her lap, and watched her boat
companions as they laughed and talked. She spotted Evan conversing with other
boat riders and decided that was the end of that. 


The boat docked at the port and Zoe
casually looked around for Evan, but he was nowhere to be seen. Just as well,
she thought. After climbing from the boat to the dock and a brief orientation
from the guide, Zoe set up to make the trek up to Potato Harbor. 


People broke off into groups and
went their separate ways, some staying on the beach for kayaking, others
heading for various hiking trails. The morning fog had burned off and the sky started
to warm. She applied sun block and took a quick sip from a water bottle before,
hoisting her backpack over her shoulder and heading towards the trail.


Alone with her thoughts she made
her way along the path in no particular rush. The path was covered in brown
grass and green trees, and set against an unimpeded crystal blue sky. She
couldn’t imagine a more beautiful place in the world. Having grown up the coast
in Santa Barbara, Zoe was used to the particular colors of the sky in all
various stages of transition. She would often find herself, stuck somewhere
along Highway 101 and notice the sky take on a bewildering shade of golden
violet. The sky would glow with the last remnants of sunlight, twilight
permeating through the last remaining strands of gold. When it rained the sky was
slate with green trees and grass breaking up the monochrome. She didn’t need to
travel anywhere else to know she already lived in the most beautiful place on
Earth. 


She knew there were places in the
world where the sky was painted with more than one shade of blue, where sunsets
created rainbows, and the dusk looked magical. Far off places that carried
stories and mythologies dating back thousands of years, with monuments erected
in their honor, some crumbling under the weight of time. She’d never even seen
snow. A year ago she would have planned to go somewhere. Santa Cruz Island was
the only plan she’d made.


Not much planning had been
required. There were no living relatives, no friends or pets, only
acquaintances and neighbors. She wouldn’t leave anyone behind. Before leaving
for the harbor that morning she’d remembered to turn off the circuit box and
leave a simple note, a quick goodbye to whomever found what was left of her
belongings. The note was an afterthought, a courtesy so that the authorities
would not suspect foul play. No, it would be a simple open-and-shut case with a
clear message left behind: ‘I’m gone, and I’m not coming back.’ 


The trail leveled and stretched out
before her to the view she so vividly remembered. Hikers she hadn’t noticed were
spread out far away from her, taking pictures or stopping for lunch. A few
steps forward and she was at edge of the cliff some few hundred feet above the
blue-green water. Down below a few orange kayaks the size of dots circled
around a water-lodged monolith. Straight out ahead an ocean liner was the only
blemish on an otherwise pristine horizon. She could picture her home on the
other side where millions of people were going about their lives, unaware that
she watched from a great distance. 


She pulled hair from the binding of
her ponytail and set the backpack on the ground at her feet. Unencumbered, she
stood at the edge of her world and closed her eyes. She breathed in the scent
of salt water, a breeze flowing through the goose bumps on her skin and around
tendrils of hair at her neck. The sun warmed the crown of her head, her neck,
and the tops of her shoulders. 


One foot at a time she inched
backwards from the cliff, opening her eyes for one final look as determination
set. Her final plan had come to fruition. She told herself that someone new
would come along to occupy her place in the world. It was a thought that
tempered her calm, her resolve as still as the endless horizon itself. With a
ready strength, her right foot planted into the dirt trail, muscle and tendon stretching
as she launched from the stillness. The ground a makeshift runway, she gained
speed, one leg after the next, until she reached the end and her legs propelled
her chest first over the edge. Arms stretched out behind, her back arched, and
she was catapulted into the sky, flying free of all restraint. In a moment
everything was still, weightless with the sky around her, and to her delighted
surprise it was the best she ever felt. She was resigned to her fate and for
the first time in a long time she smiled, the motion reaching up through her
cheeks and to the corners of her eyes. It was the feeling she had been
searching for. 


 

Chapter
2: An Observer


 


She moved with the graceful
precision of an athlete, determination in every step she took towards the edge.
It hadn’t taken long for him to realize that her resolve had more to do with
finality than with sight-seeing. There was a melancholy to her cadence, as
though she knew the fate before her and with each step she came to accept it.
It was not in his nature to understand why someone would have any reason to
die. 


She first caught his eye at the
harbor, the way she watched people with a curiosity similar to his own. He
observed. She studied. What was she looking for? He spent a great deal of time
observing people, a practice he became quite skilled at, and found that for the
most part people were easy to read. Many of those he observed over time kept
their insecurities plainly visible, their faces and body language betraying
their innermost thoughts. Perhaps that was why he noticed her more than anyone
else. 


She carried herself with self-possession
unlike anyone he’d ever observed. She gave little away. Her dark, almond-shaped
eyes seemed almost too big for her face while her mouth, pink with sharp lines,
puckered imperceptibly as she observed those around her. It hadn’t been until
he sat unnoticed next to her on the boat that he realized she looked like she
didn’t belong. Her face had the seemingly rare quality of being both stunning
and unassuming, and he figured she was unaware of the effect it had on others.
He often observed how men were affected by beautiful women. Many were
intimidated and merely watched from afar while few others had the nerve to
approach the object of their desire. Not him. He had sat next to her easily,
wanting to do nothing more than be a part of her existence.


It was the way she sat, with her
hands clasped peacefully in her lap, perfectly still with her too-big brown
eyes burning into the horizon of the Pacific, that prompted him to speak to
her. Her initial irritation surprised him, and though she quickly recovered and
was as polite as any stranger could be, it was that first response that
intrigued him the most. She was in her own world and he had interrupted,
brought her out of her thoughts and placing himself into a small pocket of her
existence. When she touched him it was firm and resolute without being tough.
Everything about her, from the way she spoke to the strained smiles she pushed
into her cheeks, intrigued him. Everyone else was so plain and regular it was
no wonder they couldn’t see her; he could see what the others clearly could
not. 


He followed her, unseen. She
climbed the trail slowly, expertly finding her footing along the incline of the
dirt trail, shifting the weight of her backpack every so often. Gone was the
melancholy, replaced with resolved determination as she climbed towards Potato
Harbor. He arrived at the top shortly after she had and for the first time his
attention diverted, stolen by the panoramic view of the Pacific Ocean. He’d
been to and seen many places, all manner of grandness and beauty, but it was
that spot, tempered with Anne’s graceful stance, that he deemed to be the most
beautiful.


He watched curiously for what
seemed like hours as she stood still, ensconced at the edge of the cliff like a
statue untouched by time. He thought back to where he came from, his own home
tethered to this life. He thought of the people who lived around him, those he
engaged in conversation with, those he smiled and laughed with, and he could
not recall one that compared to his brief exchange with Anne. The idea that her
beautiful face and keen attention was concentrated only on him was exciting.
She couldn’t possibly tell the difference between the truth and fiction in his
plans, or have known that he was there on that boat for a decidedly different
purpose. And yet, much to his surprise, she had changed the course of his day.


His mood descended from the light
as he watched her take that first step backwards, followed by second and a
third. For a moment he stood dumbstruck, waiting and hoping the conclusion he’d
immediately jumped to was false. He had seen in her an unspoken desire to
irrevocably change her life, but in the moments of watching her in secret at
the foot of the cliff he had forgotten them. It became blindingly obvious that she
was having her final moments, her last steps, and he knew that she could not
end that way. 


Evan’s instincts gnawed him from
the inside as he watched her feet move forward instead of backwards, carrying
her with increasing speed over the final few feet of the cliff. There was no
time to consider the consequences of his actions. She used the force of her
motion to launch herself over the edge of the cliff until she was high above
the ocean. Her arms stretched out to her arched back, and with her face turned
up to the sky she was floating as if suspended in time. Gravity pulled her half
the distance between the edge of the cliff to the crest of the water, and
without full consideration of what he was about to do, Evan followed her, his own
strength and speed propelling him close enough to grab her so that she was
tandem in his arms. Seconds later his feet touched the grainy sand of the beach
shore and her body fell limp in his arms, her head hanging back in
unconsciousness so that her neck stretched out unnaturally from her torso. 


He breathed in relief. She was not
dead.


 

Chapter
3: The Impossibility of the Life of Anne


 


She hadn’t expected the
weightlessness to unburden her from her sorrow. In that moment when she was
free in the air, before gravity took her, she felt wholly emancipated. The
feeling of her smile finally reaching the corners of her eyes made it easier to
accept that it would be her last. And yet, it was the unmistakable if not
completely impossible feeling of another body behind her, arms catching around
her torso with great force that robbed her of that last sensation.


Through the disorienting haze of
unconsciousness she felt her body being lowered to the ground and the rough
grittiness of sand as it molded around her back and shoulders. Whatever
afterlife she’d gone to seemed remarkably like the life she’d left. The air
around her nostrils was fresh and laced with salt, and the warmth that radiated
on her skin felt exactly like the sun. Some part in her mind felt a twinge of
annoyance that the afterlife so many people spent their lives pining away for
was no more special than the ordinary world of everyday life. What a waste,
she thought. 


Except... how could she have the
thought? She had willingly jumped knowing that the fall would take her life,
whether by the weight of the ocean above her or from the rocks on the way down.
Yet she had no explanation for feeling that someone had caught her between
leaping and landing. Impossible. 


Her mind went to each extremity,
internally checking for any clue as to her condition. Toes curled, leg muscles
stretched and pulled beneath skin, her chest rose and fell with the intake of
breath, all ten fingers accounted for and unscathed. Everything was perfectly
normal when it certainly ought not to be. 


It took a moment for her eyes to
open fully as they adjusted to the bright light of the sun. The same blue sky
she’d looked up to her entire life was there, the occasional cloud languishing
about. There was the unmistakable sand and grass that covered nearly every inch
of the East end of Santa Cruz Island. She was right back where she started, on a
sandy beach a short distance from the dock she’d climbed earlier that day. It’s
too quiet, she thought to herself. As she moved to lift herself up from the
ground she realized the eerie quiet was in her mind. Autonomously she shook her
head until an uncomfortable pop brought the sound of atmosphere rushing back
into her ears. 


“Are you okay?” The voice came as
suddenly from her side as it had earlier on the boat. She looked towards the
strangely sound and met a pair of intense green eyes. It was him, the handsome
stranger from the boat who talked of the beach as if he’d never seen one before
in his life. How was he there with her? What is going on? her mind
screamed. Anger erupted in her center and pushed up through her torso into her
eyes. It filled every part of her, her mind struggling against the weight of
incomprehension. 


“I don’t understand!” she screamed  as
tears sprouted from the intense anger that filled her. She tried to fight the
punishing weight of it but only felt worse. Nothing was making any sense and
she hated it vehemently. She shouldn’t be there. Not on the sand of the beach
miles away and hundreds of feet down from where she last stood. She jumped
off the cliff. Even if her plan failed she should be in the middle of the
Pacific or laid out on a rock with blood seeping from her broken body. There
was no explanation whatsoever for laying on the beach as though that was where
she was meant to be. Her anger blistered into contempt. How had her plan failed
so spectacularly? And how was he there with her?


“Are you okay?” Evan asked again,
his tone gentle yet deliberately cautious.


The anger in her ebbed gradually
and her tears slowed. “I don’t understand. I just... I don’t understand.” She
willed her chest to draw in more oxygen. Even if nothing else made sense she
knew she must make sense of herself. With each intake of air she found more
control of her body and her mind. Whole minutes passed as she fought against
her senses for composure. “I’m not supposed to be here,” she asserted with a
shaky voice. She looked up again and found the same unchanged green eyes. 


He sat a few feet away, arms on his
knees, his feet half buried in the sand. Incomprehension was on his face too,
suffused with something else. Concern? Worry? 


“I couldn’t let you do it.” He kept
his head down as he spoke. What had he done? Couldn’t let her what? Jump off
the cliff? Kill herself? 


“You had no right!” she screamed,
her voice straining under the weight of her own incredulity. “Who are you? What
have you done? I don’t understand what is happening!” She was becoming
hysterical, losing all the control she’d managed to gain. She watched as he
crouched up before her and placed his hands on her arms. His touch was gentle.


“You should calm down. The boat is
heading back to dock and people are going to be heading this way soon.” His
eyes searched hers; looking for any clue that she understood the meaning behind
his words. She noticed then that his face was taut with lines, making him look
far more wary than he had that morning. “Please,” he reiterated kindly. 


The nagging incomprehension in her
temporarily quelled. There was no sense to his words or actions, no logic to
explain what had happened between the leap and those moments on the beach. 
However, she was certain that it was his arms she felt around her in the air,
as absurd as the notion seemed.


“I don’t understand,” was all she
could manage. She could hear in her voice if not in her words that she was
agreeing to his plea. Sure enough, from the corner of her eye she saw a group
emerge and faintly recognized their travel companions. Out on the water the
boat from the harbor was a growing speck in the distance. 


He was on his feet with his waist
bent down, his hands extended towards her as an offering. “Can I help you up?”
he asked. Before she could answer his hands were under her arms, lifting her
gently from the sand. Her feet were steady beneath her but he held her in place
a moment longer. She recalled his words, ‘I couldn’t let you do it.’
What did he mean?


“How can I know if I’m dead or
alive?” Zoe asked weakly. Evan’s eyes widened beneath the thick carpet of his eyelashes,
and for a moment he looked puzzled by the question. 


“I can tell you for a fact that you
are not dead,” he answered. She noticed the intensity in his eyes again,
burning through the green of his irises. In that moment she resigned herself to
the belief that impossibility had defied logic and that this stranger somehow
prevented her death, though by what means she was unsure. She knew for certain
she had jumped, recalling with remarkable clarity the sensation of falling
through the sky. She had intended to take her life and because of his
interference she’d failed. There was no obvious reason for this stranger to
save the life she’d willingly tried to throw away. 


The sun had moved considerably
through the sky, heading west to start its descent beneath the horizon, and the
boat was growing in size with each passing moment. It wouldn’t be long before
they were boarded and headed back to Ventura. They would dock, unload, and
everyone would make their way to their car or perhaps stroll along the harbor
looking for food and rest. She had not intended to come back and yet there she
stood, feet on the ground, feeling completely unsure what would happen to her
next. This man with green eyes that stood before her with his hands still
holding her in her place had inadvertently tangled himself into her life by
saving it from ending. Whatever she did next she felt certain would involve him
as well.


 


 


Passengers were less excited in
their ambient conversations, tired from a day’s worth of physical exertion.
From her seat Zoe watched as the boat attendants performed a headcount, making
sure everyone was on board and accounted for. It occurred to her that had her
plan not been interrupted by a certain stranger they would be minus one
passenger. What would have been the protocol? Call her name over the
loudspeaker? Send someone to search for her on the island? She hadn’t
considered any of the possibilities before and now, in spite of the change in
direction her life had suddenly taken, she felt almost guilty that any extra
effort would have gone towards looking for her.


She leaned back into her seat and
felt her shoulder brush against Evan’s. She knew he was sitting next to her,
and desperately wanted to barrage him with questions about what had happened,
why he did whatever it was that he did. He didn’t move at her touch, but let
her shoulder rest innocuously against his own. A few minutes later the boat
pulled away from the dock and began the return to Ventura. The chatter
increased around them and she felt certain they could speak with no one else
listening. 


“Evan,” she spoke. His name sounded
foreign coming from her mouth. What could she possibly ask him that would make
any sense of the situation? “I have questions, but...” she trailed off. 


“I’m sure you do,” he replied when
she did not continue. He turned to face her and the briefest of smiles
stretched his mouth. Even he looked like he couldn’t make sense of the
situation. 


“I have no idea where to start.” An
exasperated laugh escaped as she exhaled. She paused for a moment, trying to
connect her thoughts into some sort of linear fashion. “Were you following me?”
she finally asked.


His eyebrows creased again,
creating a deep line between them. “Yes, I did follow you.”


“Before the boat?”


“No, after we arrived on the
island.” His eyes explored hers plaintively. Why did this seem to be as
difficult for him as it was for her? 


“Why?” she asked. Despite her confusion
she found herself scared of what his answer might be. He could be anyone;
dangerous or sociopathic, a deviant criminal or someone completely unhinged.
The truth of the matter was he was a complete stranger and the interest he took
in her in just a few short hours should have been unwelcome. Of course, there
was also the possibility that he was a Good Samaritan, a man who was in the
right place at the right time, and who acted on instinct because it was in his
constitution to do so. There was nothing about him that appeared dangerous or
even malicious. He seemed kind and enthusiastic when they first met, and
nothing about him set off alarms warning her to be cautious. A perfect stranger
he may have been, but he gave no indication that he was a terrible perfect
stranger.


“You seemed... sad, sadder than
what I assume is normal. I had a feeling that you came to the island not to
explore but to stay. Indefinitely.” He turned his head back towards the ocean,
watching the island shrink as the boat drifted further away from it. The word ‘indefinitely’
had a sting of finality that sounded incongruous with her reasoning.


“Most people would have just gone
on with their day,” she remarked. Amidst the emulsion of feelings within her
one in particular rose to the surface. Shame. It was never her intention for
anyone to be involved in her plans. Truthfully, she hadn’t considered what
anyone would have thought after she was gone anyway. She was alone in the world,
had no true friendships, and genuinely believed her absence would go largely
unnoticed. Someone like Evan entering the picture was never a consideration. 


“You’re probably right,” he replied
softly. 


“I never once saw you following me.”


“I never meant for you to.” He
turned his head so he was looking at her, and there was expectation on his
face. She knew the question she was dying to ask but felt was impossible. 


“You watched me from the cliff?”


“Yes,” he answered.


“And you saw... what
exactly?”


“You were standing at the cliff for
a long time, just still and silent, and then you were running. I watched as you
jumped off the cliff.”


It took all of her effort to
swallow the unwelcome lump of shame that rose in her throat. She remembered the
way the air moved around her skin as she ran towards the cliff and the smile as
she moved through the air. 


“If you saw me jump then how is it
I ended up on the beach miles away?” She watched as the lines returned to his
face, deepening in his skin. The crease between his eyebrows looked as though
it might cut through to his skull. 


The buzz of chatter quieted down
some. All around them people were settling into their seats, eager to get back
to the harbor and go on with their lives. She adjusted her position in the
plastic seat, inching closer to him for an extra shred of privacy. Her arm and
leg brushed against him again,, and the feeling was familiar, as though she had
felt it intimately before. There would be no other choice than to accept the
fact that, despite the absolute improbability of its truthfulness, it had been
his arms she felt catch around her mid-air.


“Like I said,” he started quietly.
“I couldn’t let you do it.”


She nodded. “Yes, but that doesn’t
explain how.” 


Evan glanced around, perhaps
insuring they had some privacy. Finally, his eyes met hers again. “I caught you.”
He watched her for a reaction.


She stared back at him, looking for
any sign that he wasn’t telling the truth. “There was only the ocean and the
rocks along the fall of the cliff, and if you were watching me from behind...”


“I jumped after you,” he interrupted,
the words coming out forced and stiff. “I saw you take a running leap off the
edge and I went after you. That’s how I caught you.”


She tried to picture his version of
the events, imagining him running after her, jumping from the edge and catching
her in his arms as they descended through the air. There was no indication that
there was anything but truth in his words. 


“How did you manage to defy the
laws of physics? How are we both not dead?”


He expelled a held breath. “Believe
it or not that is a bit more difficult to explain.”


“Well, I’d really like to hear it.”
She needed to know. It would have been certain death for him to follow her off
the cliff and yet he did so with no consequence. There was more to Evan than
what met the eye. She had all the time in the world to listen to his
explanation. If this was her afterlife she had every right to hear the truth,
no matter how preternatural it sounded. 


The endless horizon of water was
gone, replaced with Ventura growing larger as they inched towards the harbor.
All around them people were shuffling belongings and chatting, excited to be
back on familiar land. It couldn’t be over for Evan and her, not yet. The sum
of their relationship had been defined by that island in the Pacific, and back
at home there was no familiarity to keep them tethered to each other. Except
for the fact that he jumped off a cliff to save my life. 


He watched those around them,
perhaps also wondering what would come next. She recalled something he had
earlier disclosed about his plans, about leaving the area that evening. The conversation
seemed like another lifetime. It was, she thought. 


“I have more questions to ask you.
If you don’t mind,” she added. The boat was coasting through the harbor. Their
ride would soon be over. He looked at her for a moment and then nodded.  “You
mentioned earlier going to Santa Barbara?” she asked.


“I’d planned to drive up there
tonight.” His eyebrows dug deep into his face again. He looked unsure of
himself.


“I live there.” The words sounded
strange as they came out of her mouth. Of course, she hadn’t expected to return
home. She imagined the house was likely in the same condition she left it in.
All she’d have to do is unlock the front door, turn on the utility box and
resume her life there. 


The thought then occurred to her
that she didn’t have to. She didn’t have to do anything at all. She was still
in the life she’d chosen to leave behind. She still could. It didn’t matter
that her plan hadn’t gone as expected. She could take her life anywhere, any
way she chose. And yet… There were questions her mind could not make sense of
and it was Evan who had the answers. It wouldn’t matter in the long run. She
could listen to him, hear what fantastical explanation he could offer for
catching her in midair, and then go about with her intention. It wasn’t a stone
left unturned but the questions bothered her just the same. She would find the
answers to those questions and then continue on. He would go his way, resume
his vacation and would be none the wiser. 


An unsettling growl from her
stomach brought her back into the moment. The boat docked and everyone seemed
eager to disembark. Santa Cruz Island was just a piece of land in a chain of
islands barely visible off the coast. Now started the part of her life she
hadn’t intended to be a part of. She was confused, thirsty, and hungry. 


“There’s a great restaurant a few
miles north on the freeway. We can sit outside and eat, talk...” She could
formally ask him to join her, but it seemed contrived and frankly stupid.


A faint smile curled his lips as he
nodded his head. “It would be my pleasure, Anne.” 


She’d forgotten the lie about her
name. It made no difference now. In a few hours she would have her answers and
he would be out of her life for good. She retrieved some paper and a pen from
her backpack and scribbled directions to the restaurant. Minutes later they
were off the boat, her feet back on familiar ground. After a brief exchange
they parted ways, both heading in the direction of the parking lot. As she walked
to her car Zoe made it a point to watch Evan maneuver through the parking lot.
Why hadn’t she seen him at all that morning before loading the boat? Where had
he come from? More questions flooded her mind, questions that only he had
answers to. Answers she would have sooner rather than later.


 

Chapter
4: Honest Conversations


 


Evan shifted the car into park and
switched off the ignition. It was early evening and only a few cars were in the
parking lot. He recognized Anne’s car parked next to his, the driver seat
empty. She must have been inside waiting for him, having mastered the freeway
system he was not used to. The restaurant was a whole four miles away from the
harbor and yet he still managed to get lost. A deep breath escaped from his
mouth, though he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding it. He was nervous,
even a bit scared. She’d made her need for answers evident and he wasn’t quite
sure how much of the truth he could tell her. He suspected she would believe
none of it. If he even wanted to tell her the truth, which he did to some
extent,, he was bound by an obligation greater than he could explain. There
would be enough of an answer for her to decide if it was the truth and nothing
more. It wasn’t his place to divulge any more than that.


He climbed out of the vehicle and
locked it as he made his way towards the restaurant. Anne was sitting outside,
lounging on a blue couch tucked up against a floor-to-ceiling glass window that
made up the entrance to the building. She held a large glass of wine with one
hand with her free arm crossed over her chest, and was staring off into the
distance, completely unaware of his presence. 


She looked guarded and controlled,
lost in thoughts he couldn’t see or hear. He noticed she had put her hair up
since leaving the harbor. It was a thick mound wrapped around itself at the
crown of her head, moving lazily as she dipped her head back to take a sip from
her wineglass. Her too-big brown eyes were stuck on something in the middle
distance, her brows furrowed above them. His thoughts wandered absentmindedly
from his identity concerns to how she looked, wondering what thoughts had
created the distant look in her eyes. There was something familiar about her, a
similarity in her face that he had seen elsewhere but could not place. 


The voice of a restaurant patron
excusing herself behind him snapped him from his thoughts. Anne looked up and
feigned a polite smile. Evan took a seat in a plush upholstered chair opposite
her and tried to push the thought aside. 


“Sorry, I got lost,” he mumbled. 


“I didn’t know what you’d like so I
just ordered the first thing on the menu.” Her hand waived carelessly over a
plate of cheese and fruit and a pitcher of chilled water. “The Riesling is
pretty decent if you like white.”


“Thank you, but, I don’t drink,” he
politely declined.


“Usually I don’t either,” she
revealed, observing what little liquid remained in her wineglass. “Somehow it
seemed appropriate.” Her eyes met his and he could tell she was not interested
in small talk or pleasantries. She had questions and seemed to be holding back
the urge to let them spill out all at once. He recalled the horror on her face
when she awoke from unconsciousness, and how she turned red while screaming at
him. He could only imagine how she was feeling.


A waiter appeared, welcomed Evan,
and took an order for two meatloaf sandwiches - Anne’s recommendation - before
disappearing as quickly as he’d appeared. She was staring at him, expecting him
to start explaining himself. The time for silence had long since passed and he
knew he could no longer keep her from the answers she desired. 


He didn’t have to be there at all. He
could have easily declined her invitation to dinner and kept driving along the
coast towards Santa Barbara, but that wasn’t who he was. He always believed in
honoring his commitments, even the ones he didn’t like, and Anne was no
different. 


“So tell me. How does an ordinary
man like you jump off a cliff after someone he doesn’t know, only to catch her
and land miles away on a beach perfectly intact?” 


He swallowed hard at the question. During
the drive from the harbor he had tried to come up with any explanation that
might satisfy her while protecting him. He hadn’t come up with anything. 


“I suppose I’m not an ordinary
man,” he answered. She looked at him pointedly, clearly not in the mood for
games or pointless distractions. Being evasive would do neither of them any
favors. “I told you. It’s difficult to explain.”


“Try me.” Her eyes bore into his
with an intensity that caught him by surprise. The truth was the only direction
to go. Even if he could come up with an adequate lie he doubted she would
believe him. Though he also doubted she would believe the absolute truth.


“You’re going to think I’m lying,”
he warned.


“Well, my disbelief is already
pretty suspended after what happened. Why don’t you just explain yourself and
allow me the benefit of coming to my own conclusion?” 


He took a deep breath and sat back
in his chair, resting his right leg over his left. “I have what you may consider
to be certain abilities that would ordinarily preclude rational logic.” He
picked up the pitcher of water and poured himself a glass. He looked at her as
he took a sip and tried to gauge her reaction. She looked utterly perplexed.


“So you’re some sort of...” her
words dropped off in the middle. Her eyes searched around as if the answer were
lying on table in front of her. Finally she shrugged and with a raise of her
shoulders mumbled, “Superhero?” He couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or amused
by the question.


“No. It’s nothing like that.”


“So you’re not some kind of caped
crusader who goes around saving women in distress?” Whether annoyed or amused
she definitely looked at him as though she thought he was crazy.


He had to laugh at the implication.
No, he was not a superhero, nor was he crazy. From what he observed during his
time there, superheroes were caricatures of myths, created for entertainment
and consumption. He was nothing like that.


“Nothing of the kind.” He took
another sip of water in an attempt to try to hide his amusement from her.
Clearly she was trying to seriously understand him the only way she could think
of.


“A mutant then?” she guessed.


“No! At least... at least not in
the way your movies and entertainment would lead you to believe.”


Her eyes widened a fraction and her
head moved back as though she were physically repelled by the information. 


“Will all of your guesses come from
movies?” His pretense was gone and he couldn’t hide his own amusement. For as
crazy as she may have thought him to be, he wondered if she found her line of
questioning to be just as crazy, if not more.


“Well, excuse me if I have nothing
else to base them on!” she retorted. She absconded from the conversation as the
waiter returned balancing two plates and a bottle of wine in his hands. He
placed each plate in front of them and at Anne’s request refilled her glass.
She took it and sipped deeply, eyeing him from the rim. 


The sandwich was thick with meat
and smelled delicious, making him realize he was starving. A deliberate bite
was distraction enough from the conversation at hand. They ate in silence for a
few minutes, but he could tell just by the look on her face that she was
processing his answers and thinking of even more questions. Around them the sky
deepened into a golden orange, the sun having started its descent across the
Pacific to the other side of the world. The exterior lighting of the restaurant
was glowing, striking a rich contrast against the blue interior of the restaurant.



She readjusted, crossing one leg
over the other as she sat at the edge of the plush couch. It was difficult to
imagine that she was the same woman who stood at the edge of a cliff and
jumped. 


“Why did you do it?” he asked. She
looked up from her plate and frowned. There was a long stretch of silence as
she appeared to considered the question, a fork full of meatloaf stationary in
her hand. Perhaps she was also estimating how much of the truth she would reveal
to him?


“We aren’t talking about me,” she
finally answered before putting the fork in her mouth.


“You wanted to know why I jumped
after you. I want to know why you jumped at all.”


“That should be obvious, Evan,” she
pointedly replied. 


“To kill yourself. Why?” He
resisted the urge to frown for fear of appearing judgmental. 


The fork dropped to her plate and
her fingers went absentmindedly to the wineglass, twisting around the stem. “I
intended to take my life.” Her eyes dropped back to the table as she took a
slow sip. 


He put his sandwich down and
reached for a napkin. He couldn’t eat and talk about her perceived value of
life at the same time. Why she thought she could question him without answering
a few questions herself was unknown to him. He caught her and therefore the
obligation was his to explain, but she couldn’t honestly expect to not get
involved, could she?


“I just don’t understand why
someone like you would want to do that.”


“Someone like me?” she asked. She
shook her head and looked back up him, a fury in her brown eyes. “You don’t
know anything about me.”


That much was true. “And yet, here
we are.” He shrugged but didn’t look away from her. He wasn’t going to give up
so easily.


“I could just as easily ask why you
felt compelled to save the life of someone you don’t know.”


“Isn’t that what people do here?”
he asked.


“Here? Where? Ventura?
California?”


He shook his head at the misspoken
word. “I just mean... isn’t that what anyone else would have done?”


She looked at him incredulously. “Nobody
else would have done it, even if they could fly, which you
apparently can!”


His fingers went to the deep crease
in his eyebrows and he pushed the skin down flat against his skull. “I can’t
fly.” 


“Right, you just have abilities.
Such as the ability to, I don’t know, teleport or whatever. Oh, and you’re sort
of a mutant but not like in the movies. Whatever the hell that means.”


He couldn’t stop himself from
laughing at her. “Teleport? No, it’s... Yeah, I guess you could call it that,
for lack of a better word. I teleported with you from 500 feet above the ocean
to a beach miles away. Something like that.” In spite of his laughter he could
barely hide his irritation. He picked up the sandwich and continued eating
knowing she was staring at him, still stuck on his words.


“So then... what are you?” she
asked.


“I’m a person! Not some foolish
mythical character from a stupid movie!” he practically shouted. He took a
quick look around to make sure no one else heard him. Clearly he would sound
crazy to a random passerby. 


“Well, people don’t usually break
the laws of physics and teleport, Evan. There are natural laws preventing
science fiction crap like that from happening.”


“Clearly your natural laws don’t
apply to me, Anne,” he retorted. “Things are different where I’m from.”


“Right, and where is that? Another
planet?” She shook her head as though she couldn’t believe she was engaged in
such a conversation. She sipped the last of the wine and signaled the waiter
for the bottle.


He sighed. “Not another planet,” he
replied, exasperated. He fell silent as the waiter came back and cheerfully replenished
Anne’s wineglass. She took another slow sip then placed the glass down on the
table before her, just out of her reach.


“You know what? I really don’t know
how I’m supposed to take you right now. Nothing about this day has gone
according to plan and I never imagined I would ever be having the kind of
ludicrous conversation you and I are having right now. There’s no such thing as
teleportation, or whatever, and yet somehow you managed to do it.” She cradled
her head in her hands with her elbows resting on the table. He watched as her
fingers moved through her hair, rubbing her scalp as if it were aching. She was
clearly at odds with herself, distressed at the cognitive dissonance of what
she believed could happen and the impossible nature of what did happen. He felt
responsible for her anguish and frustration at having to talk about something
she clearly found to be beyond the bounds of possibility.


“Would it help if I could prove it
to you?” he asked. Even before the words finished coming from his mouth he
regretted them. He had never once been in a position where his actions caused
disbelief by those around him; he went above and beyond to appear to be as
normal as everyone else. And yet this beautiful woman indirectly caused him do
many things that he never would have otherwise. What started out as a routine
day had become anything but. Perhaps there was no turning back. 


Her head lifted up from her hands
and he could see she was both confused and intrigued. “What do you mean?”


 “Name a place.”


“Name a place? Any place in the
world?” She looked absolutely dumbstruck. 


“You name any place in the world
and I’ll take you there.”


A too-loud laugh escaped from her
mouth and she quickly covered it with her hand. She looked at him as though he had
gone utterly insane. She continued to laugh a series of small, disbelieving
chuckles and she grabbed her wineglass to take a sip. The laughter calmed and
after pausing for a moment, she held the glass out in front of her face and
looked up at him. 


“Okay. This Riesling is made at the
Gainey vineyard in Santa Ynez. Take me there.” Her smile suggested she didn’t
believe him at all and was quite possibly mocking him. Either way, he wondered
if she even realized she was smiling.


Evan glanced around and noticed their
waiter was busy inside. Of the few patrons present none of them were paying
attention to Anne and him. He reached across the table and placed his hand on
hers. She recoiled at his touch.


“Just relax,” he whispered as his
hand covered hers, holding her knuckles beneath the width of his palm.


The street, restaurant, and city of
Ventura dissipated around them, a grove of trees taking their place. A two-lane
highway stretched out behind them with an expanse of vineyard in front. The sky
turned a different shade of blue, illuminating a heavy stone inscribed ‘Gainey
Vineyard, Tasting & Tours’ in front of them. A bed of green shrubbery
dotted with purple flowers sat in a shallow well that made up the front portion
of the sign, the petals swaying gently in a cool breeze that touched their face
and hands. 


“Holy shit,” she exclaimed.
She circled around him, taking in the 360 degrees of new environment with her
jaw dropped open. 


Evan’s heart beat at an
uncomfortable pace inside his chest. Transporting with another person was not
something he had ever done before, and he felt certain he was never meant to do
it at all. Catching her on the island had been a quick decision on his part,
and one he was willing to accept the consequences for. Transporting her just to
prove he could was another matter entirely. Subsequently, he was even more
obligated to her, creating a connection he was certain was not meant to ever
exist. However, there in a vineyard in a strange place he’d never been to
before, the look of pure astonishment on her face made it worth the risk. He
took a moment to study her face again, and to appreciate her beauty. 


In another moment the sign,
vineyard and highway were gone, replaced with the restaurant, street and the
city of Ventura around them. They were back in their seats, her glass of wine
still chilled on the table next to their half-eaten sandwiches, the waiter
still distracted with other patrons in the far corner of the restaurant. 


“How did you do that?” she
exclaimed with breath caught in her throat. She was looking around at her
environment again, seemingly trying to comprehend how the world had changed
around her so literally.


Evan shrugged and took a sip from
his water glass, settling back into his seat and preparing himself for the
inevitable questions to follow. “I told you that I have certain abilities.” He
tried to sound nonchalant but inside he was reeling. He didn’t like not knowing
what was going to happen next, especially when he had opened himself to her in
a way that could not be undone.


“So when you say you caught me, you
did so literally and then just zapped instantly to the beach?” she asked.


“Yes,” he answered. He watched her
face carefully. Clearly it was one thing to explain the truth to her, and
another to to prove that it really did happen. 


“And you can do that anywhere?” 


“Yes.” Suddenly she didn’t look
like the sad girl he watched that morning. There was no more melancholy or
sadness, no more anger; just pure, unfiltered excitement. 


“Hang here for a second,” she
insisted as she rifled through her backpack for something. Having found what
she was looking for, she went inside of the restaurant and consulted with the waiter.
Evan took a sip of water so as to not look like he was watching her. The orange
glow of the sunset diffused into a soft blue, a sign that night was falling
through the city. His eyes found her again and he realized she was paying the
check for dinner. He took a final sip from his glass of water and moved to
stand from his seat. 


She was back at the table as he did,
grabbing her bag from the blue couch. 


“I was planning to pay,” he mumbled
awkwardly. She wrapped her bag around her shoulders and looked up into his
eyes.


“Take me somewhere and we’ll call
it even.”


He wasn’t sure what was going on.
She demanded answers but he hadn’t given her many, and he thought for sure she
would only want to know more now that she’d seen what he was capable of. What
was going on? “Anne, I...” he began.


“Actually,” she interrupted, her
hand reaching up to silence him. “My name is Zoe.”


 

Chapter
5: Before Sunrise


 


The knowledge that she lied to him
about her name bothered him in a strange way. Her lie, as small and
insignificant as it was, happened before he caught her, before he followed her,
even before they landed on the island. They were mutual travelers on a boat
headed out for a day’s worth of adventure. He didn’t understand why she felt it
was necessary to lie about something as simple as her name. Ordinarily he
wouldn’t stand for it, but he decided to make an exception in her case.


“Zoe,” he confirmed. He gave a
terse smile and tried to hide the irritation from his face. “You know, I’ve
never done anything like this.”


She looked a bit surprised. “Why
wouldn’t you if you were able to? In fact,” she started, pointing towards his
rental car, “why do you even have that? Why waste time driving when you can
just pop in and out in an instant?”


He scoffed at her logic. “It isn’t
exactly subtle. How would I explain it if some random stranger just happened to
see me appear out of thin air right before their eyes? I don’t just go around popping
in and out where I please. Just because I can do certain things doesn’t mean I
have to.”


“Except...” she started, “you did
with me.” 


He knew she was right. In all the
time he spent there away from his own home he never once exposed his true self,
never even considered taking the risk It had only been a couple hours since he
prevented her from taking her life, and so far she made no attempt to try
again. Maybe this was what was keeping her from making another? Despite his
personal reservations and the fact that they were barely more than
acquaintances, he didn’t want their time together to end. What would have
happened if he never followed her and subsequently saved her life? What if she
never tried to take her life at all? Would they have talked again after their
first conversation? 


“Where would you like to go?” There
was only one way to know why their paths had crossed, and for what purpose.


Zoe steepled her fingers conspiratorially
in front of her chest. “It’s just after five in the morning in Paris,” she
whispered.


“Paris, France?” He had been once
previously and found he didn’t have a taste for it, but didn’t have the heart
to decline her request.


“I hate airplanes,” she confessed,
as if the explanation was all that was necessary. Perhaps whatever logic was
behind the statement made more sense to her in her mind than it did out loud.


Like all of his actions that day he
had no clue what the repercussions of that particular one would be. He never
‘popped’ in and out of places, as she so eloquently put it, and didn’t know
what kind of effect it would have on her. She blacked out the first time, most
likely due to the particular circumstances of the event. She was perfectly fine
when they went to the vineyard; it seemed to lift her spirits. 


“Take my hand,” he instructed. He
reached out with his left hand. She hesitated for a moment; finally, she placed
her right hand in his. 


He found a small grove of potted
trees that were just tall enough to obscure them from any direct line of sight.
There were only a few people walking about minding their own business and
paying no attention to them. Certain that no other eyes were on them, he held
her hand tighter and looked down into her expectant gaze.


“Don’t let go,” he whispered.


For the second time that evening
the streets of downtown Ventura disappeared around them, replaced with the much
older and grander architecture of Paris. Morning light had yet to break through
the sky and the lights from the streets were still glowing around them. Zoe’s
eyes grew large, her pupils dilating to compensate for the dim sky and hiding
the beautiful brown. She drank in the sight around them in awe, keeping her
breath as though expelling it would make the world around her disappear. 


“How do you do that?” she whispered
in wonder. 


The soft glow of the lights
reflected in her eyes created a confetti of gold that sparkled as she took in
their surroundings. It was evident in her face that she was instantly enchanted
with the city. He wondered if she had ever been anywhere. Maybe that island far
off the coast of California was her only foray into the world outside her own?
Her hand tightened considerably in his, holding on as though to keep her from
floating away. Her hand was much smaller than his and he adjusted it to
compensate, stretching his palm and fingers to keep her safe on the ground.


Though still beautiful, she did not
have the face of the girl who sadly watched the ocean pass around her, or who
stood peacefully still before taking a running leap off a cliff. Hers was not
the face of a girl who wanted to end her life. He hadn’t saved her by jumping
after her, but perhaps he was the catalyst for something far greater for her.
In that moment with Paris reflected in her eyes and her hand stowed securely in
his own, he felt like it was his responsibility to keep her safe, to make her
happy. If his help was what would bring any measure of happiness to her life
then he would do it gladly.


“Seriously,” she started, breaking
his concentration. “How are you able to do this?”


“I can’t really explain it,” he
shrugged. His eyes were stuck on hers, not caring for the beauty around them so
much as the interpretation of it on her lovely face. “The easiest explanation
is that I’m not beholden to the rules of this place like you are. The world is very
different where I come from.”


“And where is that exactly?” she
whispered. He could see that he had her full attention, and maybe a bit of her
trust. He understood that she was asking for answers to questions he never had
to answer before, but in that space with her he felt as though he could give
her what she wanted. 


“I’ll tell you,” he promised. She
looked hopefully up at him, the color of the sky changing behind her as the
morning light started to trickle in. “But not yet. Name another place.”


She took one last glance around
her, taking in as much as she could manage in so little time. “Everywhere.”


 


 


He took her anywhere she asked:
outside the gates of Buckingham Palace in London; beneath a stone post and
lintel of Stonehenge; the middle of the Brooklyn Bridge in New York; the
Vatican in Italy. He kept her hand in his as they made their way around the
western hemisphere, eventually making their way to the harbor in Sydney and the
city streets of Athens beneath the ancient ruins of the Acropolis. It was in
Greece when he noticed their travels were having an adverse affect on her. She
nearly stumbled to the ground of the agora and it was only the grip of his hand
that kept her on both feet. 


“It’s fine. I’m just tired,” she
protested. Her face, though never free of the awe of each new destination, grew
wary. 


“I think I should take your home,
Zoe.” 


“No, no,” she protested. “Just one
more place, please! I’ve never seen snow.” Her head drooped backwards as her
voice cut off. He caught her in his arms as her body went limp with
unconsciousness. 


He found a stone bench nearby and
carefully placed her on top of it. He only knew she lived in Santa Barbara but
didn’t know exactly where in the city. He rifled through her bag until he found
her wallet. Inside was some cash, a few credit cards and her driver’s license.
Immediately he was taken aback by the face in the picture that stared back at
him. It must have been a few years old but it was definitely Zoe. She was all
eyes and hair, smiling back at him with the carefree manner of a young woman
with her whole life ahead of her. He wondered when she last looked like that, and
if she ever would again. 


He quickly committed her address to
memory and slid her license back into its compartment. As he did a small line
of numbers caught his eye. It was her 25th birthday. Something inside him
turned dark as he looked again at the smiling Zoe captured in the photo, then
to the current Zoe in front of him, passed out on a bench beneath the
Acropolis. He saw just a hint of what he imagined was her former self when in
Paris, but it was clear to him that most of her light had diminished
considerably over the years. He could barely fathom the amount of profound
sadness required to take one’s own life on their birthday.


Something else caught his eye. Zoe
Thanatos. There was a ping of recognition somewhere in the back of his
mind, though he couldn’t place what it meant. Everything in him tensed at the
name Thanatos. A distant memory fought to come into the forefront of his mind. It
was a name he recognized, but from his past, and his home. 


 


 


Zoe’s eyes opened into darkness. As
they adjusted she faintly recognized her own bedroom. It was dark outside and
the clock beside the bed displayed an ungodly early morning hour. A thin
blanket had been placed over her fully clothed body, and her feet were snug
inside a pair of socks. Strangely, she had no recollection of ever coming home.
The bedroom door was ajar with a dim stream of light seeping in around the
corners. She got up quietly and made her way to the living room.


The lamp beside the couch was
turned on and illuminating Evan, who was leaning back comfortably into the
sofa. His concentration was on a thin brick of glass glowing with white light
as he moved his finger across the screen. From the large window that looked out
onto the posh, palm tree lined street, she could see both her car and his
rental parked in the driveway. 


An image of the Acropolis in Greece
came to mind like the memory of a great dream. It was the last moment she could
remember before waking up in her bedroom. Somehow he’d found out where she
lived, taken her home, put her to bed, and then picked up both their cars from
Ventura half an hour away. She really only needed one guess how he managed all
of that.


His ability to go anywhere within
an instant still astounded her. How was he able to do that? She decided to take
him up on his promise to tell her.


“You’re welcome to sleep on the
couch if you’d like,” she offered, her voice breaking the silence that had
fallen throughout the house.


He looked up and smiled kindly.
“I’m not much of a sleeper, but thank you. How are you feeling?”


“Hmm, a bit jet-lagged I suppose.”
Even she was surprised by the joke. 


“I brought your car back for you,”
he announced, his head moving in the direction of the driveway.


“I saw. Thank you. Driving isn’t as
fast as popping in and out as you please, is it?”


“It’s not so bad. Freeways are
interesting.” He looked contemplative at the thought. 


“Yes, well perhaps you’ve missed
out on the kind and courteous ways in which people in California drive on those
freeways,” she mused. She moved to the sofa and took a seat on the opposite end
facing him. 


“I, uh, got something for you.” He
fumbled for an elegantly decorated box resting on the coffee table. It was long,
narrow, and pistachio green in color with gold filigree decorations. ‘Ladurée’
was printed elegantly on the top in gold. Inside she found eight of the most
delicate and brightly colored pastries she had ever seen. They smelled fresh. 


“Macarons?” she questioned gently.


“From Paris. When you passed out in
Greece I had to look at your license for your home address. I noticed that it
was your birthday and you seemed so enchanted by Paris...” he drifted off, his
eyes still on her as he quieted


She had zoned out for a moment,
lost in her thoughts as her fingers moved lightly along the precious gold
filigree. 


“I thought you should have
something special for your birthday. Something to remind you of Paris,” he
finished.


From out of nowhere a ball formed
in her throat and she had to swallow it down to keep from erupting in a fit of
emotion. It was a while before she felt composed enough to speak. “That’s the
nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”


“I hope not,” he replied, his tone
doubtful.


“No, you’re right. Taking me around
the world, the memories of which are a whirlwind in my mind right now... that’s
the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.” Finally her eyes lifted up from
the delicate script of the box and met his. 


Something in the way he looked at
her made her feel vulnerable. He had witnessed her attempt to take her life,
held her in his arms, and taken her to places she’d only ever seen on a map or
in a book. Yet she knew nothing about him other than that he was different.



“So you rescue strangers, take them
around the world and then go to France to buy them expensive pastries for their
birthday. Who exactly are you, Evan?” she asked.


“Believe me; I’ve never done
anything like that before.” He shook his head, as though trying to do away with
an unpleasant thought.


“Okay, I get that, but why me?
Yeah, you saw that I was sad and going through something, but that doesn’t
explain why you did what you did. So far all you’ve told me is that you couldn’t
let me do it. I guess I just don’t understand why.”


He shifted around in his seat,
balancing one leg at an angle on the cushion so that he was facing her more
directly. “I don’t really have an explanation, Zoe. I noticed you. That’s the
only way I can think to articulate it.”


The words pricked at her heart. He
noticed her. No one had ever said anything like that to her. In the past she
had boyfriends and dates, acquaintances and relationships, none of which were
exceptional. She never thought of herself as someone who deserved noticing. 


“Look, Evan... There is a part of
me that feels I should thank you for jumping off the cliff after me. I mean,
clearly that’s the craziest thing anyone has ever done for me, or possibly for
anyone else. But it wasn’t some fluke that I jumped in the first place, and I’m
not even sure that, if given the opportunity to do it again, I wouldn’t take it
or any other opportunity to do what you prevented me from doing. That being
said, I absolutely appreciate everything you’ve done for me since.” She inhaled
deeply and then exhaled slowly. She searched his face for any indication that
he understood her. She had never been very good at expressing herself but hated
the idea of being disingenuous. If he never noticed her she would have jumped
off that cliff and likely died, never having the opportunity to see a little of
the world in a way only he could show her.


“So you might try to kill yourself
again?” he asked quietly. His eyes narrowed and the singular source of light in
the room cast a shadow on his face that made his expression look far graver. 


The word ‘kill’ was cold and
dark. She didn’t even like to think of her actions as an attempt at killing
herself, even though it was exactly what she had been doing. 


“I don’t know. It’s not like you
can follow me around waiting to catch me.” She thought she saw him scowl at her
words. “I don’t know what to do with myself.”


“Why did you even attempt it in the
first place?” he asked.


Zoe sat for a moment considering
her answer. Distractedly she opened the box of macarons and grabbed one of the
colorful pastries and nibbled on it. Strawberry. Delicious. 


“I haven’t been happy in a very
long time,” she said finally. A year ago, literally to the day, I woke up and
felt so empty. I tried to find something to make me feel happy again, but nothing
ever did. The year dragged by so slowly, and every single day I woke up with
that same emptiness. I couldn’t take it anymore. What is a life worth living if
there’s no happiness in it?” It was easier to articulate the words than she
thought it would be. She’d never spoken them out loud before, and the sound of
her thoughts in her own ears put a weight in her chest, like gravity pulling
her to the ground.


“So that’s why you went to the
island.”


“Yes, and you intervened. A part of
me wonders if you were meant to and I wasn’t supposed to die, or if your
interference wasn’t supposed to happen and my life is altered as a result. How
can I know what was meant to happen?”


Evan let out a slow breath and cleared
his throat. He adjusted in his seat again so that he was facing her more
directly. Zoe noticed he was absentmindedly running a finger over the glass
device in his hand. 


“You’ll never really know,” he
replied. “Fate and destiny aren’t things I think about or put stock in. I’m of
the belief that things happen the way they do because people make them happen
that way. Whether or not you were meant to die on your twenty-fifth birthday...
All I can say is that it is the day after your birthday and you’re still
here. Does it matter if I had a hand in it or not?”


She considered his words, trying on
his idea that things happened because of people, not because of fate or destiny,
or whatever else people believe in. She generally believed in what she could
see, and especially that which was rational. Fate and destiny didn’t meet her
criteria. The more she thought about it the more she realized she was a product
of action, rather than of fate. She acted out on taking her life and he acted
out on stopping her. Whatever happened to her next would be her responsibility,
and it gave her a sense of purpose to know that she may have more control over
her life than fate, destiny, or anything else. 


“For what it’s worth, Zoe, I hope
you decide not to try again. You should live long enough to realize you have
more to give to this world than just your life.”


She breathed in deeply, feeling the
need to fill her lungs with more oxygen than necessary. It was the second time
he’d told her something that no one else ever had. In her experience people
were mainly out for themselves, which made his rescue all the rarer. If there
were Good Samaritans in the world she had never met one. Not until Evan. 


“Is everyone like you where you’re
from?” she asked.


His face stretched out, surprise
registering in his face from her question. “Where I’m from?” he asked,
emphasizing the word. 


“I’m pretty sure you’re the only
person in the world who can travel thousands of miles in the blink of an eye,”
she retorted. “So you must not be from here.”


“Hmm.” His attention caught on
something random in the room and he stared after it. Whatever he was thinking
about must have been gnawing at him from the inside; she’d never seen anyone so
pensive. She doubted most people took the time to think anyway. “You did
promise you would tell me,” she reminded him, interrupting whatever internal
conversation he was having with himself.


“I did,” he agreed. “Fundamentally
people are the same no matter where you go. Where I’m from is no exception.”


“And where is that?” Finally! She
was going to find out the truth.


He took a slow, deep breath. “You
have to understand that what I’m about to tell you will sound bizarre and
impossible to you, while for me it is just an aspect of my life,” he started.
“Where I’m from we’ve advanced in science and technology far beyond what you
have here. Our laws of nature are different, both in how they work and how we
understand them. That’s why I can do things here that seem superhuman, for lack
of a better word.”


A voice from within her, whether it
was her heart or her head, told her to show him the door and call the police.
Maybe she really was dead and stuck in some kind of limbo existence as
punishment for not believing in God or donating to the bell ringers standing
outside the mall at Christmas. She didn’t believe in an afterlife any more than
she believed in God. She believed in what she could see in front of her and
what could be proven. Evan may have been saying things any rational person
would deem improbable, but he articulated them with such conviction that he
couldn’t be lying unless he was psychologically unhinged. He appeared to be
perfectly normal, and spoke in a manner which convinced her he was
perfectly normal. 


There was also the fact that he had
proven the improbable to her. He couldn’t have faked Santa Ynez, Paris, Greece
and every other country he took her to, therefore it must have been real. She
knew that the simplest explanation was often the truest, and that if she
considered the impossible to be possible, the impossible could exist. 


Her eyes wandered to a large
built-in bookshelf across the room and scanned a row for one book in
particular. The spine was thick and colorful, a blue background littered with
spots and stars that continued from the front cover and over to the back. It
was an expensive purchase from the California Science Center years earlier.
After watching a particularly fascinating IMAX movie about the planet Earth,
she became so enamored with the cosmos that she bought the book and read it
cover-to-cover, mostly just staring at the carefully rendered images and
reading their corresponding captions for hours at a time.


 “You’re from an alternate
universe, aren’t you?” If the impossible were possible, then it was a rational
explanation.


“How did you guess?” he asked. She
couldn’t tell if he looked more bewildered or relieved.


“I’m not arrogant enough to believe
that life only exists on one planet in a universe that dwarfs me into near
nonexistence. I also watch a lot of science shows.” Watched, but not necessarily
comprehended, she thought.


“I think I’m more surprised than
you are,” he chuckled.


“So what does this mean? Is there a
version of me and everyone else here that exists in your universe? Do I have a doppelganger?”


He laughed a little at her question
and relaxed back into the sofa. “No, at least not where I come from. What
you’re talking about is a multiverse where different versions of yourself
exist, each one in a different timeline of your life dependent on what choices
were made or paths taken. The universe I come from is not a replica of this
one, and as far as we know we don’t have a multiverse that replicates us.”


Zoe leaned forward and cradled her
head in her hands, using her fingers to rub her temples. It had been an
incredibly long and unpredictable day, and combined with all of the new
information she’d received it was all a bit much. However, a part of her feared
he had barely scratched the surface. She didn’t have enough brain power to try
to deconstruct the knowledge that she was speaking to a man from an alternate
universe. 


“Sorry. It’s a lot to take in.”


“I understand. When I said it would
be difficult I didn’t just mean for me.”


Suddenly the thought occurred to
her that there were probably others there, walking around in her universe disguised
to look like her and everyone else. Had she ever met one before? Was Evan sent
there to collect and send information back to his own home?


“How many?” she asked. 


“Well, there’s possibly dozens of
them, maybe more. We know of only a handful of them.”


“They’re just walking around
pretending to be us?”


He looked dubious. “What?”


“Others like you. Here in this
universe?”


“Oh. No, I don’t know. It’s not
unlikely we’re the only ones who’ve been able to create the technology required
to travel between universes.”


She ran her thumb and forefinger
over the length of her eyebrows. “There’s this universe, yours, and more?”


“Of course. We’ve only identified
half a dozen but we believe there are more.”


“How do you know for sure?”


“I think that should be obvious,”
he professed. “If we can come to this universe, then doesn’t it stand to reason
we also go to the others?”


“Why?” She was completely
bewildered. Her head was already filled near capacity and he seemed to have so
much more information to give. When would exhaustion finally outweigh her
incessant need to ask questions?


 “I think I’ve given you enough for
today.”


‘No!’ she thought. Yes, she
was overwhelmed, but the more he told the more she wanted to hear. He was some
sort of multiverse traveler? Did he just vacation in universes for the fun of
it? And what is life like in his universe? He claimed they were more advanced,
but what exactly did that mean? Did they have flying cars? The Internet? There
was so much she wanted to know. 


“Wow,” she exclaimed softly, more
to herself than to him. 


 “I should probably leave, Zoe.” He
was impassive and curt, a matter-of-fact tone to his voice. He stood up and much
to her surprise she followed suit. 


“Why? Where are you going?” She
looked outside and noticed it was still early morning. The sun would be rising
soon.


“There are things I have to do.”


“Are you coming back?” She found
herself wishing that he would, and soon. “I still have so many questions.” The
glass device in his hand was pulsating a glowing white light. It didn’t look
like any smartphone she had ever seen, and wondered if it was a piece of
technology from his home. It was strange how it looked both familiar and alien to
her at the same time.


“Do you want me to come back?”


Something about the way he asked
made the hair on the back of her neck and shoulders stand up. There was an
undercurrent to the question. Did she want to see him again just to ask him
questions, or was there a deeper reason? She felt uncertain of herself under
his gaze. Again it seemed like he was trying to read her innermost thoughts,
and yet she hardly knew what they were herself. Perhaps it was best that he did
leave. She wouldn’t be able to process all of her newly acquired information if
he was there giving her even more. 


He had been at her side since the
island, catching her, talking on the boat, the restaurant, and zipping around
the world. A little piece of her had become used to his presence. 


“Zoe?” his voice interrupted her
thoughts.


“Sorry,” she mumbled. “If you’re
still in the area later maybe we could get together? If you want to?” She hoped
her voice was as casual as she meant it to be, even if she wasn’t feeling
casual at all.


“You’re not going to...” he
hesitated. “You know.”


 “I don’t know,” she admitted. She
cleared her throat and stood up straight, feeling a bit indignant that he asked
her to begin with. “I don’t have an answer for you. It’s complicated.” He
nodded silently. 


Just say something, anything!
she screamed at him in her head. From nowhere there was a storm of thoughts and
emotions inside her, each one fighting to come to the surface. She needed to
figure things out. He hadn’t told her everything she wanted to know, but then
again maybe he didn’t have to? Who was she to know anyway? True, he saved her
life, but that in no way obligated him to explain his world to her. It was a
distraction on her part, she decided. He had pulled back the curtain on a whole
world of information she couldn’t process all at once and she needed time to
figure things out for herself. And yet she wanted him to say that he would be
around, or would come back. 


He put the glass device into one
pocket and pulled a set of keys from the other. That was it. He was leaving.


“I would really like to see you
again soon, Zoe,” he finally admitted.


Her insides lit up. “As would I.” A
string of tension manifested in the space between them. She wasn’t ready to not
see him again, and it had more to do with him than with wanting answers to her
questions.


“I’m staying at the Canary Hotel,
in case you need me.”


She nodded. “I’m familiar with it.”


“I guess I’ll see you later then.”
He took a step towards her, the string of tension tightening in the atmosphere
around them. . She watched in prickling silence as he slowly closed the gap of
space between them until they were mere inches apart. She had to lift her chin
to look up at him. Up close he radiated heat, the warmth making its way to her
body as he stood in front of her. His hands found her arms and gently rested
there a moment before moving up to her shoulders, his thumbs resting lightly at
the ends of each collarbone. Her lips parted slightly to allow the air she had
been withholding to escape. His face move imperceptibly towards hers and her
chest rose up with an intake of air, holding in the oxygen. His intense green
eyes seeped into hers, and she felt like time itself had come to a standstill. She
wondered if that was also one of his abilities. 


His eyes left hers and looked to
where his hands rested on her shoulders. His thumbs made soft lines over her collarbones,
feeling them with a touch so delicate she wasn’t sure it was even happening.
His face relaxed ever so slightly as his hands went back to his sides. 


“I’ll see you soon,” he whispered.
His eyes made their way back to hers again before he took a step backwards,
followed by another, until he backed his way around the coffee table and walked
towards the front door.


Zoe watched as he opened it to the morning
sky outside. He turned when he was halfway out the door and smiled a handsome
smile that might have taken her breath away if her lungs weren’t hoarding the
oxygen as though they might run out. The door closed shut and he was gone. She
exhaled and sat back down on the couch, still feeling the sensation of his
proximity on her skin. The ignition of his rental car turned over, and a small
burst of engine fired as he backed out of the driveway and turned onto the
residential street. 


The house was quiet again. She was
alone for the first time since meeting him. The night sky faded away into early
morning light and all around her the home was bathed in golden light. Time
quickened back to its usual pace. It was a new day.


Her eyes found the box of macarons
on the table and she realized she could still taste the faint sweetness of
strawberry in her mouth. She took another and bit into it. Her mouth curved
into the tiniest of smiles as she chewed, thinking of the way the lights of
Paris reflected in Evan’s green eyes.


 

Chapter
6: A Foreign Visitor


 


The morning sun was in full bloom
by the time Evan pulled into the parking lot of the Canary Hotel. Absent was
the morning fog and it looked like it was going to be a beautiful day. The
symmetry of the weather and Zoe’s change was not lost on him. It was a new day
for her and he sensed she would make different choices. He felt certain she
would not attempt to take her life again.


Her change in mood was subtle but
still exceptional. He wanted to stay with her longer and felt, or at least
hoped, that she felt the same. Yet, despite the tiny and unfolding attachment to
Zoe Thanatos he knew he must be careful, if nothing else. 


After a quick change in his room,
Evan headed to the rooftop pool, hoping exercise would help clear his mind. The
roof had a stunning panoramic view of Santa Barbara, with the Pacific to the
West, mountains to the East, and a sea of terra-cotta roofs topping the Spanish
architecture the area was famous for. The morning light was a canopy of gold
and pink clouds beneath a sky of light blue; another perfect morning in a
beautiful town.


He stripped down to a pair of black
swimming trunks and dove into the water, enjoying the sensation of cool water
slipping over his skin. It was a great feeling to swim outdoors with the
natural world surrounding him. In his world the only bodies of water that
anyone could swim in were man-made and unnatural. They were nothing more than a
system generated program with an artificial environment meant to evoke the
natural wonders of other worlds. The fabricated world he grew up and lived in
was created by visionaries, and built on top of an otherwise dead and desolate
world. It was a rare occasion to see what his home really looked like, and
those with power made sure the artificiality was as convincing as any lie could
be. No matter how elaborate the deception there was no comparing their
fabricated world to the natural one around him there. Not many others had the
opportunities he had, and he never once took it for granted.


He often escaped to other worlds, always
preferring them to his own. The synthetic realities he was used to never
compared to the places they copied, as if they could never quite get it right
no matter how seemingly perfect they looked. Over time he recreated his
memories of foreign worlds in his home space, as a way to walk through his
recollections at will. They offered a fake escape when a real one was
impossible. He thought he might recreate Santa Barbara, the perfect pocket of that
world complete with a rooftop pool and stunning views. It would remind him of Zoe.


He saw her face in his memories, her
almond shaped brown eyes and high cheek bones, waves of brown hair cascading
down her shoulders. Hers was a beauty that could not be replicated. As much as
he desired to stay with her he knew it would merely delay the inevitable. He
was not from her world and she was not from his. Soon he would have to go back
home and leave her behind. 


A thought nagged at him. There was
no guaranteeing she would keep herself safe, and she was right that he couldn’t
follow her around waiting to catch her. He had to trust that she would remain,
would keep herself alive. He had to accept not knowing what would become of her,
as difficult as it may be. 


His arms and legs eventually tired
from swimming laps He emerged from the pool, toweled the water from his skin
and walked back to his room. 


He hoped she wasn’t sitting on the
couch, going over everything that had happened in the previous twenty-four
hours. He imagined her opening the doors and windows to let in the fresh air,
breathing in the scent of the ocean and of the citrus trees that perfumed
behind her house. He pictured her smiling, the sun on her face and in her hair.
More than anything he wanted her to find happiness, to have a genuine reason to
smile and live. 


Evan stopped just short of the
door, thoughts of Zoe gone. There was a difference in the atmosphere in the
hallway and a prickling sensation disturbed his skin. With a casual look to his
right and left he determined he was alone in the hallway. He inserted the key
and reached for the door handle, only to receive a small bolt of electricity.
Unhurt, he opened the door and shook out the light twinge in his hand.


A woman’s figure was silhouetted
against the large window overlooking the city. He recognized her even before
she turned to reveal her face. 


“What are you doing here, Eva?” he
asked, defenses subsided.


“I could ask you the same question,
Evander,” she replied. He bristled at the sound of his full name,. She was the
only one who ever called him Evander. 


“You know why I’m here.” He draped
the wet towel hanging around his neck on an upholstered chair and headed into
the bathroom to change, leaving Eva by herself. When he emerged a few minutes
later, freshly dressed and clean, she was sitting on the couch looking out the
window in silence.


“It's lovely here,” she noted
without looking at him. “Quite a change from home, isn’t it?” She looked at him
finally, an eyebrow raised in mild amusement. 


“Why are you here?” he
asked, taking a seat on the edge of the bed. 


Eva sat on the couch a few feet
from the bed. “Your absence from Terra has been noticed. The Stratons have been
asking for you.”


“Don’t you mean the Queen and
King?” he asked dryly. 


Eva’s lips pursed. “Yes, well Queen
Kyra and King Owyn have between them an indelible curiosity. It seems
the King fancies you his closest friend while the Queen just fancies you. I’ve
told them I don’t know where my dear brother travels to for long stretches of
time, but that I would do my best to find him and bring him home. So here I
am.” She upturned her palms and smiled generously.


“Congratulations on finding me but
I am not coming home with you. Not yet anyway.”


Her smile tightened and she took a
deep breath in an apparent attempt to not lose her patience.  “It isn’t a
request, Evander. We’re lucky that they give us a long leash and a modicum of
trust. If either one of us tests their patience or stretches that trust even an
inch,” she pinched both hands in front of him to illustrate the point, “we
would both suffer the consequences.”


Evan allowed himself a moment to brood
at her words before standing and walking to the bureau. He produced a clean
pair of socks and slid them on his feet one at a time. He mentally cataloged
the places he’d been to since escaping from his home; he wasn’t ready to go
back yet. 


“It’s not as easy this time,
Evadine,” he said with Zoe in mind. 


“Your home is Terra. Your life
is Terra. I know you fancy yourself to be some kind of inter-galactic traveler
bringing other-worldly culture back to the masses, but that is not your job. We
both have responsibilities to Terra, and we need to respect those if we want to
continue living as a family.”


He sat on the chair draped with the
wet towel and took a deep breath, avoiding her inquiring gaze. “I like it
here,” was all he could manage. He knew she was right. It was because of his
relationship with both the Queen and King that he was allowed to get away with
so much. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if they no longer
extended him that courtesy.


Eva stood and crossed the space
between them and crouched down at his feet with her hands on top of his. She
took in the sight of his face for a long moment and frowned, comprehension
dawning. “Something is different about you.”


His look was meant to convey a
warning but she seemed to misinterpret it. Her face lit up, her eyebrows
reaching for the sky as a sly smile spread across her lips. 


“It’s not something; it’s someone,
isn’t it?” 


“Eva, don’t,” he warned, though he
knew it would be pointless.


“I’m right, aren’t I? What’s her
name?” She jumped up and moved to the bed, tucking her legs underneath her like
a child as she sat down. 


“It’s nothing worth talking about,”
he lied in an attempt to abate her curiosity. 


“Liar,” she smiled. 


He sighed and shook his head. She
was tenacious and not likely to give up once intrigued. “I’m not telling you
her name,” he conceded.


“Ah! She exists. So, you’ve met a
girl who lives an entire world away. How do you think that will work out?” Her
ability to be both annoying and charming at the same time grated his nerves.
Sarcastic rhetoric aside, he knew she was only looking out for his best
interests. 


“I haven’t even thought that far
ahead,” he admitted.


“How did you meet?”


“On a boat,” he answered. He
pictured Zoe sitting in the plastic chair on the boat, Pacific wind in her hair
as she quietly stared out at the water. 


“Recently?” 


“Yesterday morning.” 


Eva’s brows dipped into her face.
“You’ve only known this girl a day?”


He cocked his head and glared at
her. “We’re not going to talk about it.” 


Disappointed, she fell silent and
tried to avoid his eye contact. “Irrespective of who you’ve met here, the fact
remains that you’re expected to come home. If I come home without you how do
you think that will make me look?”


“Tell them you couldn’t find me.”
He didn’t care how it would make her look. It wasn’t her job to fetch him.


“They’ll just send someone else to
look for you, Evan.” It was an inconvenient truth he had no interest in hearing
and he would stubbornly ignore it for as long as possible, the monarch be
damned. 


“Well, they don’t know where I am,
right? So I have some time.”


She scowled at him, stood up from
the bed and put her hands on her hips. “You’re acting like a fool!” she
admonished. A cursory glance at her and it was as if he was looking at their
mother, right down to the way her hands wrapped around her hips. He tried to
ignore the stabbing sensation in his chest, knowing that tears would follow if
he allowed himself to dwell on the past.


“I just need some time.”


“How much time do you think will
pass before the Queen grows impatient and sends someone after you? What do you
think will happen when they find you then? The whole of Terra may be under the
impression that we live with the Stratons as their guests, but you and I both
know that is not the case. We’re their prisoners, Evander; don’t forget that.”


“Give me a day. Go back to Terra
and tell Kyra and Owyn that I’m on my way back. Make sure they don’t send
anyone after me. The last thing I need is to see Hector or Alcander showing up
at my door.”


“Why do you need a day? To say
goodbye to this girl?”       


Evan rolled his eyes at his sister.
“Yes. She’ll want to know why I’m leaving.” At least, he hoped she would. He
thought back to her many questions and knew there would be more to follow. He
didn’t know how to explain Eva to her, nor did he want to say goodbye. 


“Does it matter what you say? It’s
not like you can tell her the truth.”


He kept his eyes down and his mouth
shut, but could feel her glaring back at him, no doubt incredulous. 


“What have you told her?” 


“Enough for her to need more than
just a simple goodbye.” He looked at her defiantly, silently daring her to
challenge him. 


“You’re unbelievable.” Her eyes
rolled to the ceiling as she shook her head, her forearms tightening as she
grabbed handfuls of the bedding beneath them and squeezed.


“I had no choice but to tell her
some truth, Eva. Something happened and I ended up exposing myself. I couldn’t
think of another explanation that would sound plausible enough so I told her
the truth.”


“Plausible,” she mocked him.
“How much does she know?” She was still visibly upset, but seemed genuinely
curious to hear how much of their world he had revealed to her. He hadn’t just
exposed himself, but his family as well. He opened his mouth to answer but was
interrupted by the ringing of a telephone. He expelled a held breath and walked
to the desk to pick up the receiver.


“Hello?” he asked briskly.


“Good morning, Sir. This is Angela
at the front desk. You have a guest in the lobby, a Miss Zoe Thanatos.”


His blood ran still at the sound of
her name. Eva was listening from across the room, staring at him expectantly. Shit.



“Hold for just a second?” he asked
before putting the receiver down to his chest and cupping the mouthpiece in his
hand. “Give me a day, please?” he asked.


“That’s her, isn’t it?”


“She’s downstairs at reception.”


“Great. I’d like to meet her.” There
was a small smile of satisfaction on her face that had annoyed him since
childhood. There was no point arguing with her; she was just as stubborn as he
was.


Evan put the receiver back to his
ear. “Hi. Please send her to my room. Thanks.” He replaced the handset on the
base and took a deep breath. “Please, Evadine, be on your best behavior,” he
pleaded with her.


She scowled and dismissed his words
with a wave of her hand. “You better hope she keeps your confidence, Evander.”


“Who would she tell?” It wasn’t as
if anyone would believe her if she did.


“How do you think the knowledge of
where you come from will sit with her once you’re gone? Did you really think
you could drop a bomb like that on someone you’ll likely never see again?” His
face darkened at the thought. A healthy knock at the door broke through the
tension between the two siblings. Evan looked to her once more before opening
the door.


The Zoe Thanatos who stood on the
other side was not the same girl from the boat. She was vibrant and radiant.
Dark hair fell in sleek waves over her shoulders and long, bare legs tucked
into a pair of blue shoes added at least four inches to her height. She looked
fresh faced, relaxed, and even more beautiful than he remembered. 


“Hi,” she greeted quietly, her
right cheek picking up in what he thought was half of a shy smile. “I know it’s
only been a few hours since you left but it occurred to me that we never made
any official plans to hang out again. So I thought I’d ask you to brunch. Are
you busy?”


After what seemed like a long pause
he finally remembered how to breath and covered his surprise with what he hoped
was a charming smile. “Please, come in.” He opened the door wider and she
walked through. A perfumed curl of gardenia floated in with her, lightly
filling his senses. He closed the door and followed her into the room. 


She looked back at him quickly
before noticing the third person in the room. Eva stood up from the bed and
extended her hand to Zoe. The brief smile she had managed was gone and her eyes
narrowed speculatively. 


“Evadine Nero,” his sister introduced
as her hand met Zoe’s own. “Evander’s sister,” she clarified. There was a brief
flicker of confusion on Zoe’s face at the sound of his full name, but she
quickly recovered and seemed to relax.


“Zoe Thanatos. Very nice to meet
you, Evadine.”


Eva’s eyes flickered up to Evan’s,
a question in them she could not verbalize in the moment. She quickly recovered
and looked back to Zoe, smiling her friendliest smile.


“Call me Eva. So I hear you and my
brother just met yesterday? He mentioned something vague about meeting on a
boat?” she asked brightly. Whatever reservations she had about the little bit
of information Zoe knew about them, she kept them hidden well. She was polite
as ever, charming even.


Zoe glanced at Evan. His eyes
softened and he smiled kindly, trying to assure that her secret was safe.


“Yes,” he started. “In Ventura,
just south from here. Zoe was then kind enough to treat me to the best meatloaf
sandwich I’ve ever had.”


Eva smiled broadly at each of them.
“How quaint!” she chirped. 


“I just came by to invite Evan to
brunch. There’s this beautiful little beach nearby with a great restaurant.
It’s a must for anyone who visits Santa Barbara. Eva, I’d love for you to join
us as well,” Zoe offered.


“Actually,” Evan stepped in before
Eva could speak. “My sister is on her way home. Aren’t you, Eva?”


“That can wait,” she shrugged while
smiling brightly at Zoe. “I’d love to join you.” She looked pointedly at Evan
and smiled.


“Or you could just go home like you
planned?” he fired back.


“You said yourself that could wait
a day. Besides, then you can come back with me and I won’t have to go alone.”


Zoe’s eyes volleyed between Evan
and Eva, finally resting on him with the most curious expression on her face.
“You’re going home?” she asked, disappointment evident.


“Not yet,” he replied, his gaze
still locked on Eva. 


“I don’t know how much he’s told
you about our home,” Eva began, “but my brother is quite important and his
presence is being requested.”


“And an extra day won’t make a
difference.” His eyes trained on Zoe, wishing he knew what she was thinking.
 


“You know what?” Eva interrupted.
“I just remembered I have an important errand to run. Why don’t I meet up with
you later?”


“Are you sure?” Zoe asked. 


“Yes, but I would absolutely love
to meet you later. Maybe you could show me and my brother around?”


“Sure,” Zoe smiled politely. “Evan,
shall we? It was nice to meet you, Eva.”


“You as well, Zoe Thanatos.”


Evan shot a look back to his sister
as he followed Zoe to the door. 


“Shall we?” she asked sweetly.


 

Chapter
7: The New Day


 


Zoe sat on the couch for more than
an hour after Evan left. It had been a long time since she had watched the
changing colors of the morning light, so she sat on the couch, nibbling on
macarons and taking in the quiet splendor of her surroundings. She could feel
the last remnants of charged air from standing so close to Evan. For a brief
moment the thought crossed her mind that he might try to... No. She
forced the thought from her mind. It seemed pointless to dwell


Looking around the house she
realized she hadn’t properly appreciated it for quite some time. She pulled the
curtains back from each window and opened them to let the fresh air in. Nothing
smelled better than citrus blossoms and the ocean. She went from room to room
until the entire house was flooded with light and perfumed with the Santa
Barbara air. She followed her nose outside and found that the backyard had
overgrown from neglect. The dark planks of wood that made up the deck
surrounding the lagoon-shaped pool were weathered and in need of care. The
thick plastic chaise lounges were years past their prime. Only the pool itself
looked maintained; it was crystal clear, clean and inviting.  


Zoe walked to the deep end,
stripped off the ugly jeans and ratty old shirt she was still dressed in from
the previous day, and stood in nothing but her bra and underwear, welcoming the
feeling of the sun as it touched parts of her skin that hadn’t seen natural
light in far too long. 


She dove in with arms stretched out
high above her head, spearing into the water in a perfect line. By the time she
surfaced she was chilled to the bone and couldn’t care less. The water carried
her effortlessly for what seemed like hours, gently pushing her around the pool
until every last thought escaped from her mind.


It was as if a reset button had
been pushed and she was starting over. For the first time in a year she had woken
up without the emptiness that had haunted her. It would take a while for
something to fill the space left behind by the emptiness, but she sensed
something small had already taken root. Zoe wasn’t all that different from her
backyard: barren and in need of nutrients. The small something she felt was a
seedling and with practiced care it could grow into something beautiful,
perhaps even worthwhile. 


She emerged from the water hours
later, prune-skinned and completely relaxed. She headed straight for the shower
and stood beneath a stream of hot water, washing away the chlorine, the salty
air of Ventura harbor, and the last remnants of Santa Cruz Island. It was her
fresh start in every sense of the word.


Once clean, she headed straight to
the dresser in her bedroom with a towel wrapped securely around her torso. Out
of habit she opened the last drawer to pull out a pair of jeans, but stopped.
She’d worn the same clothes from the same dresser every day for a year, always
selecting the same sad uniform. In one of her earlier attempts to have fun, she
had splurged on expensive and stylish clothes in bright colors, patterns and
prints that every salesperson confirmed would make her look pretty/sexy/hot. But
when they produced nothing more than a hefty credit statement, she left them in
the closet, untouched and forgotten, and went back to wearing the same drab and
comfortable uniform of sadness. 


In one quick motion Zoe scooped up
every pair of nondescript jeans, the tee shirts in the drawer above, and all
other offending apparel that made up her uniform of sadness. She dumped them
into garbage bags and set them by the front door with a mental note to donate
them somewhere. With the dresser empty, she walked to the closet doors and
dramatically opened them with two hands, imagining a flock of moths escaping in
formation above her head. The room was filled to the brim with apparel sorted
by type and color; an army of footwear meticulously placed along one wall,
another wall of shelves lined with colorful accessories. It was an embarrassing
display of wasted wealth that made her cringe. Clearly she had gone overboard
trying to obtain the shopping high that seemed to elude her. 


No, she thought. I’m not
going to start the day feeling bad about myself. She was determined to feed
the small seedling inside of her with positivity. Her fingers moved along the
different fabrics, trying to find one that felt the most comfortable. There was
a beautiful but simple silk tank, a pair of nicely tailored twill shorts, and a
cardigan that looked like it was spun in wild gold thread. It sparkled and
gleamed in her hand as she moved it around in the midmorning light. She decided
on a pair of simple sandals from the wall of shoes when her eyes fell on a pair
of blue suede wedge platforms that were as outlandish as they were striking.
She grabbed them and placed the sandals in the empty space, then laid each item
out on the bed before heading back to the bathroom.


After wiping the condensation on
the mirror from the shower she took a good look at her face. She barely
recognized the girl staring back at her. The perpetual sadness had left a
visible imprint on her face and drained her of color. She deliberately lifted
the muscles in the corners of her mouth and watched the disingenuous smile lift
up into her cheeks, shaking as if they didn’t have the necessary strength. She
would need to exercise her seventh cranial nerve more often if she wanted to
look like her old self again. 


She brushed and dried her hair,
misted the scent of gardenia on her shoulders, and applied what little makeup
she owned to her face. The grooming made a subtle change and put back some of
the color she’d lost. She took her time with each garment as though she was observing
a ritual. When she finished she felt taller and more confident. When she looked
at her reflection again she still didn’t truly recognize herself, but felt she
came a little bit closer to the Zoe of the past. Fake it until you make it,
she chanted to herself.


 Upon returning to the living room
she noticed that it was as empty and neglected as the backyard. She scanned
around the modestly decorated home and made mental notes of changes she could
make, the life she could bring back into the empty spaces. She could vacate the
emptiness and fill it with something that would grow with her over time. If she
could remodel herself she could certainly remodel her home.


After a quick stop at a donation
center, Zoe drove to the nearest home improvement store, the kind with an
enormous lot of construction equipment at one end and a gardening center on the
other. Employees in brightly colored smocks were milling about, leading people
down aisles filled with tools, light bulbs, paint and lumber. She stared up at
the aisle markers, hoping for a sign that would lead her to the right place to
start. 


An associate with a friendly
disposition approached her with a smile. “Are you finding everything you need?”
he asked politely.


“I’m not really sure what I need,”
she answered. He seemed nonplussed. Maybe people often came in looking lost and
feeling out of their league? 


“Okay. Any particular project or
part of your home that needs fixing or that you’re looking to do some work on?”


She pictured her backyard, the
state of disarray it had devolved into, and figured that was as good a place as
any to start. She liked the idea of dining outside like at the restaurant in
Ventura, eating meatloaf sandwiches beneath the sunset. She wanted to recreate
that, along with the twinkling lights of Paris and Sydney.


“What can you show me in outdoor
dining?”


It was at least two hours before
she saw the parking lot again. As luck would have it, Richard, the associate
who offered her help, was a design student and had some very inspired ideas for
transforming Zoe’s backyard into a beautiful outdoor living space. With his
considerable guidance she bought furniture and cookware to create an outdoor
dining area, sumptuous lounge chairs for beside the pool, lights that would sparkle
against the setting Santa Barbara sky, and enough plants and flowers to start
her own botanical garden. Every idea inspired her and she left with purpose,
feeling even better than she had that morning. 


Her stomach growled loudly as she climbed
back into her car. She hadn’t eaten since the night before and the macarons did
little to provide adequate nutrition. She set the car in motion and found
herself on Carrillo Street, heading not towards a restaurant, but to the Canary
Hotel. 


 


 


“Do you want to sit inside or
outside?” she asked.  The parking lot was only half full which meant that the
beach wasn’t too crowded and they were in between crowds at the restaurant. The
swelling afternoon was beautiful and full of promise.


Evan shrugged nonchalantly, a smile
hugging his cheeks. “Whichever you prefer,” he accommodated.


“Inside it is.” The Boathouse
looked like nothing more than a great shack on the beach, but was anything but
haggard. Inside it was contemporary with bright natural lighting, a great blue
couch that wrapped around a wall with enormous glass windows looking out on a
small strip of sand and the expanse of the Pacific, the Channel Islands
languishing out in the distance. An outside deck accommodated more than a dozen
tables, while a wall of half-cement, half-glass shielded guests from wind and
sand. 


Two young girls stood at a podium
at the entrance to the outside dining area, one giving directions on the phone
while the second greeted Zoe and Evan with a cheerful smile.


“Welcome to the Boathouse!” she
greeted.


“Hi. Two for inside please,” Zoe
replied. 


“Sure! Follow me.” She walked them by
a fully-stocked bar just inside the entrance and placed their menus on a table
against the floor-to-ceiling glass wall. Zoe sat on the blue couch while Evan
sat across from her and the uninterrupted view of the beach and ocean.


“More islands?” he asked as he
looked out over her shoulder to the view.


Zoe glanced back and nodded. “Same
islands.” They didn’t need to talk about that. When she looked up again Evan
was looking right at her and a small wave of uneasiness rippled in her chest.
She wasn’t used to such direct attention from anyone, let alone a perfectly
handsome man who had taken her around the world. 


“So,” she started, hoping to stomp
down the uneasiness. “You have a sister.”


His eyes rolled and he nodded in
confirmation. “Sorry if she made you feel uncomfortable. She has a habit of
being very forthcoming.”


Zoe shrugged. “She seemed nice
enough. It’s a shame she was unable to join us.” 


“I wasn’t expecting her to show up
in my hotel room this morning, Or at all for that matter. I guess I’ve lost
track of how long I’ve been here.”


A young waiter approached and
welcomed them to the restaurant before pointing out the special of the day on
the menu. He left and returned a short while later with a pitcher of water, pouring
them each a glass as he asked for their order. 


“Can I get a cross between the
California Benedict and the Smoked Salmon Benedict, but substitute the salmon
for crab cakes?”


“You got it And for you, Sir?”


“I’ll have the Dungeness Omelet,”
Evan ordered.


“Very good. I’ll be back shortly.” 


“That’s really delicious, by the
way,” Zoe exclaimed. “Anything they make with crab cakes is delicious.” Oh
dear, please don’t babble, she chided herself.


 “You sure have an enthusiasm for
food,” he mused, a wide smile brightening his face.


“Do I? I think I just find things
that I like and then never order anything else. I like consistency.”


“So you go out to eat a lot?” he
asked before taking a sip of water.


“Not every day but probably more
than most people. I can’t cook so sometimes it’s a choice between nibbling on
whatever is in my fridge or going out. Anyway, we were talking about your
sister,” she reminded, hoping to steer the conversation away from her babbling.
“How long has it been since you last saw her?”


Evan leaned back in his seat and
expelled a breath of air. “I’m not exactly sure. Maybe a few weeks by your
time. Time is measured differently where I’m from.” 


It was difficult for her to fathom
time moving any other way than what was natural to her. “Different how?” she
asked.


“Here time is broken down into
minutes, hours, decades, and so on and so forth. Back home it is generational.
Our measurements are more abstract. A single lifetime in Terra can be hundreds
of years here on Earth.”


She shook her head
incomprehensibly. “If that’s so then how old does that make you? If you don’t
mind me asking?” she added the last part as an afterthought. 


His smile never once faltered.
Maybe he found humor in explaining the differences between the two worlds to
her?


“How old do you think I am?”


Zoe arched an eyebrow and sat back
against the cool blue cushion of the couch. “You don’t look more than
thirty.”


Evan nodded appreciatively at her
assessment. “I suppose if I were from here that’s about how old I would be,
give or take a year. There really isn’t an equation in which to convert Terra
into Earth.”


 “Terra? That’s what your home is
called? Interesting.”


“How so?” he asked, his interest
piqued. 


“Well, ‘terra’ is Latin, meaning
Earth. Our two words share a commonality.”


His lips parted in a wide smile
that was practically a laugh. “You’d be surprised how much we have in common
with you. We look the same, don’t we?” he offered, holding his hand out to
compare to her and those around them.


“Sure,” she shrugged. “Except we
can’t teleport, or travel to other universes.”


“True enough. You will one day,” he
winked.


The waiter appeared again and
placed a plate in front of each of them. After excusing himself, Zoe and Evan
dug in, eating in silence as restaurant patrons quietly conversed around them. 


 “So what else do we have in
common? Does Terra look like Earth?” 


He looked thoughtful at the question.
“Not exactly. Terra probably looks more like what Earth will look like in the
future. We use technologies that are still being developed here but on a larger
scale.”


“Such as?” she prompted.


“You all have these touch screen
devices you call smart phones, right? We use the same touch screen glass
technology but we’ve built our residences out of it. It monitors and records
our biorhythm to maintain our health, and whatever it can’t do, a Reproduction
Unit does.”


“Reproduction unit?” 


“For procreation and regeneration,”
he clarified. 


“You’re able to regenerate?” She
had seen plenty of science fiction movies and shows where people were able to
grow or regenerate internal body parts, but it always remained in the realm of
science fiction. 


“It’s how we live for so long,” he
answered nonchalantly. Of course he would have been used to such technological
advances. 


“Okay, and procreation? Is everyone
a test tube baby?”


The colloquialism didn’t seem to
register. “Test tube baby?” 


She felt dumb for even having
suggested it. It sounded much worse out loud than in her head. “Um, it’s a
term, a pejorative really, for when an egg is fertilized outside of the body,
such as in a laboratory.”


“Oh, I see. We don’t have such a
crude name for it but yes. It’s how we control the population.”


Zoe was gobsmacked. “So what
about... You don’t...” she trailed off. Her cheeks warmed as they filled with a
rush of blood. “Do you have sex?” 


She immediately regretted the
question. She could practically see her skin turning red in her peripheral
vision as a rush of blood invaded her face. It wasn’t as if she was as forthcoming
with every person she spoke to. 


Evan cleared his throat and took a
sip of water. Zoe could just barely make out what appeared to be a smile
partially concealed and distorted behind the glass. 


“Sorry,” she rushed. “Of course you
shouldn’t answer. I’m so sorry; I don’t know why I asked that.” Oh god, I
wish I was dead. Her face was flushed and a bead of sweat was
forming at her hairline. Oh how she wished she had said anything else or could
at least disappear into thin air. If only she was the one who could
teleport.


She didn’t dare make eye contact
with him.  Instead, she pretended to be suddenly fascinated with her purse as
though she were looking for something absolutely imperative to her survival. A
new face might have done the trick. Her hands moved absentmindedly over her
belongings hoping one of them would provide a distraction from the moment. How
would she recover from such an embarrassment?


His hand was on hers before her
mind could even register what was happening. It was tan and very soft, but
strong. A few veins made soft hills under the skin, and a smattering of lightly
colored hair grew down the side of his hand and over his knuckles. His
fingernails were short and clean, a pleasing fact that made an impression
somewhere in the back of her mind. She had not even noticed him get up from his
seat across the table and sit next to her on the couch. 


“Don’t be embarrassed. It was just
a question.” His voice was quiet and deep, his words meant for her and no one
else. She dared to look up finally and found his green eyes were kind but not
lacking the intensity she witnessed so many times before. He always looked at
her as though he were trying to see past the visible and the conscious. 


He was as physically close to her
as he had been that morning when she thought he was going to kiss her. There
may have been a restaurant full of people surrounding them, but they fell into
the dark distance, their voices receding with them into the black. 


“When I first came here I had so
many questions and had no one to ask. So I can understand and even appreciate
your curiosity. Everything I know of Earth I learned by observation and
reading. The truth is I never had anyone to compare homes with, so to speak.”


His thumb distractedly smoothed
over the skin of her hand as it had on her collarbone. Between that and his
physical proximity she found it difficult to keep her attention focused. 


“As for your question...” he began.
The words had Zoe focusing on his face again, waiting for what he would say
next. “Each of us is created in a Reproduction Unit and carried to term via
government surrogate. We’re genetically altered to not conceive naturally, or
what you would consider to be natural. So yes, we do have sex and as far as I
know it’s the same for us as it is for you.”


She could barely breathe for fear
of making too much noise. “As far as you know?” she asked quietly. Her heart
was beating rapidly in her chest. His eyebrows came together in amused
embarrassment. 


The charged air between them seemed
to spark, and Zoe realized she was staring as intently at him as he was at her.
It was impossible not to think of him as being capable of sex given the nature
of the conversation. Her thoughts went immediately to every physical encounter
they’d had since meeting, a touch of his hand or the weight of his arms around
her chest. The previous 24 hours seemed longer given everything that occurred.
Evan didn’t feel like a man she only just met. He felt like a man who possibly
wanted to kiss her; whom she would want to kiss back.


Somewhere close by she heard the
sound of a man clearing his throat. Zoe looked up, broken from the closeness of
Evan, and saw their waiter who looked like he desperately wished he hadn’t
interrupted. 


“May I get you anything else?” he
asked. He sounded almost apologetic and his eyes looked everywhere but at their
faces. Zoe took a proper breath and smiled shyly at him before excusing
herself. 


“I’ll be right back,” she mumbled
at Evan before getting up and walking towards the restroom. Without so much as
a glance behind her Zoe locked herself behind the wide door of the women’s
restroom and gripped the sink basin with her hands. She looked in the mirror
expecting to find her appearance disheveled and unkempt or her face red from
their interaction, but what she saw instead surprised her. The flush was a
fresh bouquet of pink to her cheeks, the rest of her face aglow with
excitement. The gold adornments in her cardigan were casting a sparkle of light
randomly across her face and hair, the whole effect making her look she were
lit from within. It was in her mouth where she found the smallest measure of a
smile, the corners of her mouth tipped upward ever so slightly.            


 Another smile, she reminded
herself. 


She left the mirror and sat down to
relieve herself, her eyes fixating on the iridescent tiles that lined the
floor. Her skin still prickled from the close contact with him. She wanted to
feel it again, secretly thrilled at the prospect of what might happen if he
kept moving closer. It had been too long since she felt anything, especially
excitement. It was like satisfying a craving she had long gone without and she
wanted to splurge. 


She finished and washed her hands
before taking another glance at her reflection. She enjoyed the sight of
relaxation on her face. She preferred it to the perpetual sadness that followed
her like a dark cloud. She exited and made her way back to their table. Evan
was leaning back in his chair with his gaze fixed out at the distance toward
the Pacific. Two brown boxes sat where their plates had before and the table
had been cleared. She sat down and reached for her wallet.


“I took care of the bill,” he
informed. His charming smile had returned and she could barely contain the
fresh flush that bloomed across her cheeks.


“Thank you for brunch, Evan.” His
smile flickered ever so slightly at the sound of his name, and again she was
reminded of how handsome he was. The square shape of his jaw brought a
character to his face that made him stand apart from the other men in the room.
She wondered if everyone from Terra was as good looking. 


“You’re welcome. So, what’s next?”
“How do you feel about getting a little dirty?” she deadpanned.


“I beg your pardon?” The smile
dropped but his mouth remained open, the anticipation still in his eyes as he
looked at her for meaning. Zoe felt the slightest bit of triumph for having
temporarily unnerved him. 


“Why don’t you come home with me
and find out?” She sounded more forward and suggestive than she intended but
opted not to correct herself. She was enjoying the excitement his presence
created and didn’t want it to end. With a nod they stood and left, heading back
to the same place where they had started the day.


 

Chapter
8: A Missed Opportunity


 


“Thank you!” Zoe waved at the
departing delivery truck as it slowly reversed out the driveway and made its
way along the street. She found Evan in the backyard eyeing the contents of the
delivery suspiciously.


“So you meant literally dirty,” he
joked. 


Indeed, the project would require a
fair amount of labor and effort. There were dozens of potted plants and flowers
waiting to be dug into the ground, patio furniture, a large grill-slash-island,
a dining table set, chairs with cushions, umbrellas, a chandelier, a coffee
table, and a range of gardening accessories and tools. 


“You managed to coordinate and buy
all of this stuff this morning?” he asked in amazement he scanned over
everything.


“I had some help. It does seem a
bit impetuous, doesn’t it?”


“No! Not at all!” he laughed,
clearly at her expense. “What do you want to start with first?”


Zoe considered her options. “I have
no idea,” she admitted. Truthfully, she was a bit overwhelmed. 


“Okay well let’s start with the big
stuff and then work our way to plants and pillows and whatnot. Sound good?”


She put her hands up in the air.
“You’re the boss. I’m going to change. Can I get you anything to drink?”


“Just some water, please.” He
circled around the grill-slash-island and crossed his arms over his chest, his
face pensive.


“Okay. Be right back.” She made her
way through a set of cherry wood French doors leading into her bedroom just off
the garden area. The air conditioned room was cool compared to the heat of
direct sunlight outside, and she thought another dip in the pool would be a
great end to an otherwise terrific day. 


She quickly changed out of the
golden cardigan and silk tank and slipped on white cotton tank top. After a
second thought, she took off the tank and shorts, replaced her undergarments
with the only bikini she owned - a bright yellow piece that had never been worn
- and put the tank and shorts on top. She traded the blue suede wedges for a
pair of lightly worn tennis shoes and laced them loosely against her feet
before walking towards the main living area. 


A flick of a switch and the
entertainment system filled the room with contemporary pop music as she headed
into the kitchen, the least used room in the house. She produced a chilled
pitcher of filtered water from the refrigerator and filled two tall glasses. An
acrylic tray holding loose envelopes and other assorted mail caught her eye as
she put the pitcher away, and dumped everything out on the counter to place the
two glasses. 


Once outside again she set the
platter down on the plastic sealed outdoor dining table and took a good look
around at all of the other plastic-wrapped purchases. It was like the famous
shopping trip all over again, only this time she vowed to herself to not let
them sit untouched in the backyard like she had with the clothes in her
closet.  


“Evan, are you sure you don’t mind
helping?” she asked tentatively. He looked up from his crouched position next
to the grill and nodded reassuringly.


“It’s fine! Come over here. Where
did you want this thing?”


She made her way to his side and
scanned the backyard, her eyes settling on the pergola where the previous patio
furniture sat. “How about there? Then we can put the dining set in front of it
so there is a nice view of the pool.”


“Great. Let’s get started. Want to
get on that end there?” he pointed. She did as asked, moving to the opposite
end of the grill. “It has locking wheels so just flip the red tab and we’ll
slide it over.”


The large piece moved smoothly over
the wood so she didn’t have to exert so much effort. He was doing most of the
pulling anyway.  “So tell me more about Terra.”


“What would you like to know?” he
asked as he guided the grill backwards towards the pergola. 


“Your sister said that you were
someone of importance. What did she mean by that?”


“It’s not as fascinating as it sounds.
I’m basically a glorified advisor, which means I don’t really do anything at
all except listen and make suggestions to certain people. It’s not anything
really important or worthy of mention. I spend more time away from home than in
it.”


“Who do you advise?” The grill
moved into place in the pergola, a view of the pool on the opposite side. 


“Owyn Straton. Although very few
people call him that. He’s our King.”


Zoe nearly tripped over her own
feet. “Did you say King?”  


“Yep,” he rolled his eyes at the
word.            


“Terra is ruled by a monarchy?”
she asked, the word sounding pungent as it rolled off her tongue.


“For as long as anyone can
remember. Owyn and I grew up together and when he became King he took me on as
his advisor. Not that I really do much. Terra basically runs itself so what
could I possibly contribute?” He looked terse, even constrained by the thoughts
he wasn’t verbalizing but that Zoe could see clearly bothered him. 


“So he’s the reason you have to
return?”


“He is part of it,” he replied,
still stuck on an unspoken thought. Together they unwrapped the dining set with
box cutters, shredding off pieces of thick industrial plastic as music from the
radio streamed out of speakers mounted to the exterior walls of the house. 


“So what or who else is it?” she
asked, hoping to gently prod more information from him. It was unreal to her
that a place that sounded so modern and advanced would be ruled by something as
archaic as a monarchy. She’d read plenty of history books on English and French
monarchies from hundreds of years ago, and even had a brief fascination with
Marie Antoinette, the last Queen of France. Taken from her home at a young age
and forced to assimilate perfectly into a foreign culture, the little princess
from Austria endured ridicule, sparked fascination, and lived in unprecedented
luxury before becoming the nation’s scapegoat and later killed. Zoe didn’t envy
her at all.


“The Queen. Kyra Straton.”


Owyn and Kyra Straton. Zoe imagined
they were short and old, stuffy and crisp, not unlike some other monarchies she
read about. Evan alleged that he had grown up with the King, which meant that
the monarchs were young, possibly close to her age. 


“What is she like?” Zoe wondered
aloud as they moved the dining set to the pergola to join the grill. Marie
Antoinette came to mind again with her big hair and stiff hooped dress.


”Like a Queen,” he muttered. 


“Sounds like you don’t like her,”
Zoe observed. “What does she do while the King is ruling over Terra?”


Evan looked up from the cuts he was
making into the plastic covered dining set. “You mean that the other way around?”
he asked. His tone surprised her. 


“What do you mean?”


“The King doesn’t rule Terra. The
Queen does.”


“Well that’s different,” she
retorted. She had never heard of such a thing. In all the history books she’d
read the King was always the highest rank in a monarchy. If an heir was female
and took the title of Queen, her husband would never be titled as King so as to
not outrank her. However progressive that may have been in a modern monarchy,
she knew it was and would always be a man’s role. Terra, by comparison, wasn’t
sounding so bad.


“How did that come about?” she
asked. “I mean that’s so different from countries here that still have a
monarchy, whether they rule or not.” They unwrapped the chairs and started
bringing them to the dining table one-by-one.


“That’s just the way it’s always
been. The previous Queen and King ruled jointly but she still technically
outranked him. When Kyra and Owyn were crowned, Kyra took on all the
responsibilities and Owyn just sort of benefited from the spoils of their riches.
Truthfully, I don’t think he cares one way or another.”


“So then if you’re his
advisor why does the Queen need you back home? Do you advise for her too?”


Evan’s back straightened as he put
the last chair at the table. “Not officially,” he answered briskly. 


What does that even mean?
Judging by the scowl on his face he didn’t seem to like talking about the Queen
and King. 


He stopped for a moment and stared down
at something in his hands. Though, he looked like he was considering something else
all together. “The Queen uses me in other ways,” he finally responded before
walking back to the shrinking pile of furniture. Zoe followed him slowly and
considered his words. Perhaps it was time to change the subject. 


“So where was the first place you
visited outside of home? The first place like here?” That seemed to do the
trick. He told her stories of other universes as they went through each piece
of furniture and placed them throughout the outdoor space. Lounging chairs with
pillows were situated around an in-ground stone fireplace. Chaise lounges were
set up beside the pool with umbrellas creating a blanket of shade. Evan
installed a small crystal chandelier beneath the center of the pergola, wiring
it into the electrical unit built into the structure. By the time all the
furniture was set up Evan had told her about no less than four universes and
seemed like his usual self again. The stories sounded more like fairytales than
personal recollections, and after a while it just seemed easier to pretend that
they were fairytales so she didn’t have to wrap her mind around such a
complicated subject.


“I’m going to grab some trash bags
for all this stuff,” Zoe said while motioning to the pile of thick plastic. She
headed inside and grabbed a large black garbage bag from underneath the sink.
When she returned Evan was nowhere to be seen. Sitting on the dining table was
the glass device and keys, his shirt draped over one of the chairs. She nearly
jumped when his head emerged from underneath the surface of the pool as came up
for air. 


“Hope you don’t mind,” he called
out to her. “You should get in; the sun isn’t as hot in cold water”


“Maybe layer,” she replied with a
half-smile. She opened the garbage bag with a loud whoosh and bent down
to pick up the discarded plastic wrappings. She could hear Evan lackadaisically
swimming laps across the length of the pool and considered getting in with him
after cleaning up.  


She stood up to tie the ends of one
garbage bag when she noticed a black spider the size of a quarter on her
stomach bunched in the fabric of her top. 


“Oh my god! Get it off! Get it
off!” She screamed and hastily pulled the tank from off her shoulders and
threw it to the ground with a shriek. 


“What’s wrong?” Evan climbed out of
the pool and ran up beside her, chlorinated water dripping from his body as he
looked her over for a visible sign of her torment. 


“There was a HUGE spider on me!”
she yelled, pointing to the discarded top on the ground. She winced and took a
small step backward as Evan bent down to examine the garment. He picked it up
by the hem and shook it out, a dark object falling lifeless from the fabric. 


He picked it up between his fingers
and held it in the air in front of her. “Is this the offending item?” he asked.


When held between his fingers it
was clearly a scrap of dark colored tape and not a spider, bug, or any other
sort of creature. She was both relieved and embarrassed at the same time,
knowing she had screamed like an idiot for no reason whatsoever.


“Good thing I got here before it
stuck to you to death,” he joked, clearly holding back the urge to laugh at her
expense. 


Zoe breathed deeply and shook her
head. “I thought it was a black widow or something. You probably don’t have
those where you’re from but here they can be quite dangerous.” She crossed her
arms over her chest before realizing she was standing in her bikini top and
shorts, having thrown her tank top to the ground. She held her arms tighter
across her chest and considered whether she should retrieve the top and put it
back on or just retreat back inside and give in to humiliation.


He stepped in closer and put his
hands on her shoulders as if to comfort her. “It’s okay, Zoe.” His hands moved
up and down her arms leaving trails of water on her skin. In an attempt to not
look up at him her eyes moved to his chest and saw that he was also topless
with droplets of water falling down his toned chest. She looked instead to the
redecorated backyard and hoped to god he would stop sensing her discomfort. 


“Thank you for helping with everything.
It would have taken me a week on my own”


“You’re welcome,” he smiled. “How
exactly do you plan to plant all those flowers if you’re afraid of spiders?” he
asked. She knew he was just teasing her but felt her cheeks blush anyway. 


“I just assumed they would wait and
hide in their little spider dens until I was finished,” she joked. 


“A likely story,” he replied
softly. His hands moved from her arms to her neck, his thumbs gently tilting
her head back so that she was no longer looking at the ground but at him. 


His hands felt intimate on her skin
as if they had been welcome there before. Embarrassment forgotten, she knew
that she wanted him to kiss her and at once wondered why he hadn’t yet. Maybe
there was a reason why?


“Is there someone besides the Queen
and King waiting for you to come home?” 


For a moment he seemed confused by
the question, as though it were the last thing he was expecting. “What do you
mean?” he asked. His eyes were heavy and potent, searching hers for a meaning
behind the question. 


“Someone you love or who loves
you?” She wondered if ‘girlfriend’ or ‘wife’ would translate.


His eyes dropped from hers and she
felt a sting of disappointment. Did she even have a right to ask? Sure there
were moments of closeness in their brief time together and there was no
mistaking that he liked her in some capacity, otherwise he wouldn’t be with
her. However, there was always the possibility he was simply a nice guy and
that she had mistaken that quality for something more personal.


 “Why do you ask?”


Because I’m dying to know why
you haven’t kissed me yet, His thumbs moved softly along the sides of her
face, tracing along each side of her jaw. It tingled and warmed at the same
time, resonating through every nerve ending down to her neck and shoulders. 


His eyes grew dark, all the charm
and ease draining from his face. “Zoe this is very complicated,” he
said, settling on that particular word. “I’ve never been involved with someone
who wasn’t from Terra. I don’t know how it would work.”


Zoe felt her face fall as the
disappointment grew inside her. She knew he was being rational, practical even,
but knowing that did nothing to quell the irrational part of her brain that
just wanted to remain in the excited state his presence gave her. “I know,” she
responded finally. 


She looked up and saw him was
gazing at her intently. His hands were still on her neck and face, holding her
close to him. He moved infinitesimally closer to her and her heart felt like it
skipped a beat. 


“I don’t know what will happen if I
kiss you,” he whispered. He drew himself so close she could smell chlorine in
the droplets of water on his skin. The thin yellow fabric of her swimsuit was
all that separated her from intimately feeling his skin on hers. She was more
than willing to find out.


The doorbell rang.


Evan expelled a breath so loudly it
sounded like an expletive. He took a step back and she could no longer feel him
against her. “That’s not what I meant,” he cursed to himself. 


Disappointment, excitement, and irrational
anger; she had never been through so many feelings in so little time. “I’ll be
right back,” she excused herself. Reluctantly she turned away from him and
headed back into the house towards the front door, each step an angry reminder
of what she had just missed out on. 


She swung the door open with
unintended force and her anger immediately subsided when she saw it was Eva on
the other side. 


“Hi. Hope I’m not interrupting
anything,” she remarked, quickly scanning Zoe’s face.


Zoe shook her head and tried her
best to manage her surprise. “Not at all. Come in. We were just hanging out by
the pool.” She opened the door widely and tried to regain her composure as Eva
entered the house and walked past her. She shut the door and pointed towards
the French doors leading out the backyard.


“Evan’s out there. I’ll order some
dinner and join you two in a few minutes.” She checked the time display on a
digital clock in the living room and saw that the hours had gone by without
notice. Darkness would soon descend on them to close another day.


“Are you sure? I don’t want to put
you out,” Eva protested ever so politely. 


“Of course not! I order out all the
time.” She headed towards the kitchen counter where she kept a neat stack of
take-out menus. In her peripheral vision she watched Eva enter the backyard and
greet her brother, who had since put his shirt back on. 


She picked through a folder of
menus while discreetly keeping an eye on Evan and Eva. They seemed to be having
some kind of tense conversation and she wondered what it was about. She
continued to watch them as she dialed the restaurant and placed a delivery
order. Zoe wondered what their relationship was like back home. Evan admitted
he hadn’t seen his sister for a while so maybe there was very little
relationship at all. Eva was there to bring her brother back home with her, and
despite his protestations Zoe suspected that Evan would go with her whether he
wanted to or not.


The delivery confirmed, Zoe hung up
the phone and set it down on the counter next to the other menus. What would it
mean for her if he left? Evan divulged that he was away more often than he was
at home, so did that mean he would inevitably come back? How would that even
work? He’d just pop in and out of universes as freely as he wanted, vacillating
between Terra and Earth? Even with her limited scope of knowledge about the
multiverse it sounded complicated, and like one hell of a long-distance
relationship.


 


 


An hour later they were congregated
around Zoe’s new outdoor dining table, enjoying a feast of chicken, beans,
rice, tortillas, and all manner of vegetables and side dishes. It was enough
food for three times as many people. A bottle of wine sat uncorked on the
table, Zoe and Eva each with a glass. 


“Zoe you have such a lovely home,”
Eva mused. “I  just love Spanish and Mediterranean style architecture!”


“Thank you,” Zoe smiled. 


“Have you travelled to either
place?” Eva inquired.


Zoe felt her cheeks flush as the
memory of her visits to Italy and Greece came to mind. “Um, very briefly.” She
looked up to find Evan smiling discreetly from across the table. 


Eva’s nose crinkled. “How long is
briefly? A week?”


“More like five or ten minutes,”
she admitted before taking a long sip of wine. 


Eva’s eyes shifted from Zoe to Evan
and recognition dawned. “No. That’s not possible.” 


“What?” Evan asked, his eyes fixed
pointedly on his sister.


“I mean it’s literally not
possible. It’s been tried before and each time the person from Earth either
couldn’t do it or ended up with nasty radiation burns. Zoe looks perfectly
fine.”


Zoe looked from Eva to Evan, trying
to find an answer in either one of their faces. Brother and sister looked
strangely at each other Zoe wondered if they could read each other’s minds. 


“Were the effects immediate in each
case?” he asked.


Eva nodded. “Yes. That’s why we
don’t do it. Are you sure nothing happened to you, Zoe? No strange side effects
like rashes or burns? Nothing out of the ordinary?”


Zoe could think of nothing. “No,
I’m fine.”  


“She did pass out,” Evan remarked
to himself. “The first time I thought it was just the circumstances of the
situation. The second time was in Greece after we had already transported to a
few places. I just thought she was exhausted.” His eyes looked to Zoe
contemplatively. 


“Hmm,” Eva mumbled. “Strange. I never
heard of anyone just passing out. At least not anyone from Earth. I knew a girl
from Terra who passed out when she first came here, but that was different.” 


Zoe had no difficulty remembering
everything she felt as Evan took her around the world, and none of it was bad.
She felt better than she had in a long time. Maybe it didn’t affect everyone?
Perhaps she was lucky. 


The conversation quieted down as
each of them finished eating and drinking and soon the sky grew dark. Bright
pocks of golden light illuminated the pergola around them creating what Zoe hoped
was a romantic setting. She wished it was just her and Evan sitting there;
completely at ease and basking in the afterglow of what she devised would have
been a kiss to end all kisses. 


She felt of the corners of her
mouth perking up into a small smile. Her eyes moved from the golden lights of
the chandelier to Evan, whose own green eyes were staring heartily back at her.
She wondered if he, too, was considering their missed opportunity. There was no
mistaking the fact that had Eva not rang the doorbell Zoe would have been
locked in his embrace feeling his mouth against hers. 


“I really am sorry, you two,” Eva’s
voice broke Zoe’s concentration. She looked at her and frowned, seeing what she
understood to be an apologetic smile on Eva’s pretty face. “Clearly something
has been happening between you and I’m afraid I’m just the bearer of bad news.”
Eva looked to Zoe first, and then her brother. 


“What are you saying, Evadine?”
Evan asked. 


Eva sighed, looking as if she would
take no pleasure in the words she was about to deliver. “I tried to put this
off for as long as possible but I’m afraid there’s no more time. Evan, the
Stratons are demanding you come home immediately. I tried to get more time for
you but you know how impatient they can be. Something is going on and neither Owyn
nor Kyra will tell me what it is.” She looked pleadingly at her brother. 


Evan’s eyes looked away, his face
setting an unhappy resolution. After a long moment he nodded, looking again to
his sister to pass on some silent confirmation. Zoe watched their exchange,
anger and disappointment returning to her chest. She decided that she loathed
the Queen and King of Terra, hated them for their incessant meddling and for
using Eva to bring Evan back home. She knew it was irrational, but she didn’t
care.


Eva picked up the napkin that was lying
in her lap and put it on her empty plate. She looked to Zoe and attempted a
smile. “Thank you for dinner. I enjoyed meeting you and sincerely hope I will
see you again soon,” she affirmed. There was something about the way she said
it that made Zoe believe she was telling the truth but it did little to subdue
her own feelings of resentment. 


Eva stood from the table and looked
down at her brother. “I’ll be waiting for you at the gate.” She touched her
hand affectionately to Zoe’s shoulder as she left the table, showing herself out
the front door. 


Finally it was just the two of them
again, but it was not nearly the way Zoe wanted it to be. The light from the
chandelier no longer seemed romantic and the atmosphere between them had
declined. She didn’t like it. She wasn’t ready for their time to come to an end
and yet there was seemingly nothing she could do about it. How could she have
expected any differently?


“Thank you, Evan, for all of your
help,” she asserted. She picked up each of their discarded plates and turned
for the kitchen, feeling Evan’s eyes on her as she left the table. By the time
she placed the dishes in the sink he appeared behind her carrying their glasses
and the bottle of wine. He placed each carefully on the granite countertop and
stood there in silence. Apparently he had no idea what to say either. 


Zoe shrugged at him and gave a
smile she knew was insincere, but she could hardly produce a real one. As short
as their time together had been they had experienced so much. She’d woken up a
different person, an opportunity she would not have had if he hadn’t been on
that island to catch her. It was her responsibility to live that day better
than the one before, and it would be her responsibility every day hence forth. But
she couldn’t deny that he was at least partially responsible for the
opportunity for a fresh start by virtue of saving her life.


“I should have kissed you.” His
words were like a bucket of cold water in her face, bringing her out of the
minefield of her thoughts. He smiled and shrugged as though it were the way of
things, but deep down she could see his own brand of resentment for the
situation. In that moment she realized she wasn’t alone in her thoughts, nor
had she been at any point earlier in the day. He felt the same way. Just
knowing it wasn’t one-sided calmed her and eased the anger. 


“Then kiss me when you come back.
Or, I’ll kiss you first,” she replied. This time her smile, though weak, was
real.           


“Until next time. Goodbye, Zoe.”


“Goodbye, Evander.”


Her eyes stayed fixed on where he
had been standing but watched in her peripheral vision as he turned and walked
away, the front door closing shut soon thereafter. He was gone. He hadn’t
brought a car with him and she imagined he disappeared into the night as
quickly as he first appeared in her life. Once more her house was quiet and
empty, back to how it always had been after a brief interlude of happiness and
a bit of life.  


Zoe boxed up the remaining food,
tossed the trash, washed the dishes in the sink and turned off the kitchen
lights. She made her way back outside and sat on one of the new lounges,
leaning back against the cushioned surface as her eyes drifted up towards the
sky and the stars. It was a clear night, the moon full and bright amongst the
stars. She tried to imagine that Evan belonged to one of them, that Terra was a
real place like Earth that existed somewhere far, far away. 


Her eyes closed and her mind
drifted into sleep, replaying conversations, moments of excitement and the kiss
that should have been. She realized she might not ever see Evan again, and that
perhaps the missed kiss was a blessing in disguise. It was a sad but rational
thought that sat with her like an unfamiliar friend as her body eventually
welcomed the comforts of sleep and her mind quieted, free of thoughts of green
eyes. 


 

Part Two

 

Chapter 9: Terra


 


The trip home didn’t take more than
a few minutes. They bypassed the Royal Transport Station and arrived at the
private gate used exclusively by those who lived in the royal residence. Two
Transport Engineers sat behind a glass wall interface while two Crown Soldiers
opened the doors of the entryway leading to the Throne Room.


It took a moment for Evan’s senses
to re-acclimate to the artificial atmosphere of Terra. The oxygen pumped
through air vents in the ceiling lacked the subtleties of naturally occurring
oxygen, such as on Earth. Recessed lights simulated sunlight at all hours of
the day while glass walls projected three dimensional images of scenic views
from other universes. It was a farce, a program generated projection to hide
the true view of Terra which was nothing more than a gloomy wasteland. Two
dozen residents milled about the room, going about their usual business as they
arrived. 


Evan eyed the corridor leading to
the wing of the Throne Room and waited until Eva nodded.


“I’ll find the Queen and King. Go
change. You know how they hate otherworld clothes.” She made off towards the
adjacent corridor that housed the Straton’s palatial residences.


Two more soldiers were stationed at
the entrance of their residence and opened the large doors for him as he
approached. He bypassed the expansive living space and headed straight for to private
residence.  As he entered, the recessed lights brightened, illuminating his
forgotten belongings; everything was exactly where he left it. The two weeks he
spent on Earth seemed like a lifetime and his home felt more distant than ever.



He quickly stripped out of his
shorts, polo shirt, and tennis shoes trading them for a white v-neck and ink
blue bespoke slacks. It was a practical uniform, a utilitarian assimilation
into a culture where dissonance was unwelcome. 


The common room on the other side
of the door erupted with the unmistakable sound of the King’s deep voice. Evan
tossed the discarded clothes into a laundry receptacle and brushed his hands
over the crease in the pants before opening the door. 


King Owyn was tall with wide shoulders,
often taking on a domineering posture. He wasn’t an unfriendly King, but his
presence would often render a room silent, either out of reverence or wariness.
Evan knew him to have a boyish charm and often friendly disposition, but never
forgot it was the Queen’s spouse he was talking to. 


“So the rumors are true, you have
come back,” the King bellowed. He stepped toward Evan and slapped a large hand
on his back, a gesture Evan assumed was meant to convey friendly affection. 


“As my King requested.” Evan bowed
his head to Owyn but he merely swatted the air with his hand. Though Evan acted
as the King’s advisor in an official capacity and was considered a friend, he
never disregarded the formalities of the monarchy. 


“You’ve been gone for a while,
Evander. What world did you escape to this time?”


“Earth,” Evan answered, trying not
to think of think of Zoe. The King was a sharp man with a talent for reading
faces. Evan took great care to tell more with this words than with his
emotions. 


“Ah. Crowded place, Earth. How do
you stand it?” The King’s distaste for Earth was well known. It was common
knowledge among the residents of Terra that they were a much smaller
civilization than their cosmic neighbors, but what they lacked in size they
more than made up for in advanced technologies. People from Earth had barely
explored their own galaxy while Terran residents made frequent voyages to other
known universes, using their findings to better their own world.


“I manage, Your Highness,” he
answered. Enough with the pleasantries, he thought.  He was brought home
for a reason and he wanted to know what it was. 


Eva appeared in the doorway and
bowed her head to the King as he ushered her into the room with his hand.
“Good, you’re both here.”


“What’s going on?” she asked as she
took her place beside Evan.


“A break-in occurred in the Media
Center. Whoever did it was looking for something specific: a book from the Royal
Anthology. They somehow managed to bypass our security measures and the book
was missing before we even knew there was a break-in. We’ve been able to trace
it to one of the outlying cities.” The King didn’t look as though he were too
concerned about the theft. In fact he was rather nonplussed.


Evan and Eva exchanged confused
looks. “Why would anyone want to steal a book?” Evan asked. He wanted to laugh
at the preposterous notion of a singular book going missing, but knew better
than to do so in front of the King.


“It isn’t just any book,” the King
started. “It has significant historical value to the Crown and the history of
Terra.”


“I’m not following,” Eva admitted.
“Why would anyone have any interest in an old history book?” It was the theft
in and of itself that was the most shocking. There was hardly ever crime in
Terra, which made this one all the more puzzling.


“This book happens to chronicle the
history of the original families and Crown up to the Straton rule. As you can
imagine, its contents hold information that very few people are privy to. Not
to mention the fact that it belongs to the monarchy, and stealing from the
Queen is an unlawful act.”


Evan couldn’t imagine what anyone
would want with a dusty old tome that told a story they were all familiar with.
The original family had been dead and gone since he was a child, killed by the Straton
Queen and long forgotten since. Just speaking of them was potentially an
unlawful act. 


 “The Queen and I both want the
matter dealt with quickly and quietly. I’m taking a small team of Crown
Soldiers out to the city to assess the situation. Now that you’ve returned you
can come with us. We could use your good sense.” Judging by the King’s face the
request was more of a formality; he was being commanded to go.


“I’m sure your guard will be of
more use to you. I’m really tired and wouldn’t mind getting some rest.” He wondered
if he sounded as sincere and apologetic as he meant to.


The King looked disappointed but
didn’t protest. “The both of you can join us when we return. After all, your
own family history is in that book, too. Whoever stole it might be looking for
information about either one of you.”           


The thought had never even occurred
to Evan. Nor could he imagine what anyone would want with old tales of his dead
family. “I’ll be waiting for your return, Your Highness.”


“Travel safe, Your Highness,” Eva
chimed in, smiling as she dipped into a small curtsy. 


The King made his exit, leaving the
two of them alone in the room.


“A stolen book? Really?!”
Evan retorted.


Eva rolled her eyes. “I honestly
had no idea. Why would anyone in the outlying cities care about a family that
no longer exists anyway? What could they possibly do with that information?”


“Who knows,” he grumbled. He sat
down for the first time since arriving and leaned back against the overstuffed
cushions on the couch. “It’s not as though anyone could sell a stolen book from
the Royal Anthology. Nobody could be that stupid.”


“I guess we’ll find out!” she remarked
with forced enthusiasm.


“I’m going to sleep. Let’s hope
this will all be settled soon so I can stop pretending I care about their
business.” And get back to my life.


Eva sat next to him on the couch
with a terse expression on her face. “Will you go back to Earth?”


He could no longer ignore the image
of Zoe’s face in his mind. It was evident how disappointed she felt about him
leaving. If only they had parted under different circumstances. “Somehow I
doubt they’ll let me go back so easily. I may have to stay longer before I can
leave again.” The unhappiness of the thought burrowed at him. No, they might
not be so lenient on him after he’d been gone for so long. He would have to
stick it out and make peace with the Stratons, the Queen especially, before
even attempting to go back to Earth. 


“She’ll be okay, Evan.” Eva smiled
and tightened her hand around his. It took half a minute for him to realize she
wasn’t speaking about the Queen, but Zoe. 


“I’m going to my room.” He squeezed
her hand before standing up and walking the short distance to his private
residence. The door closed behind him and the lights dimmed to a bluish-grey as
he laid down on the bed, his arms extending up to cradle his head. It had been
too long since he had a decent amount of sleep. His body relaxed into the plush
bed as his mind drifted off into unconscious sleep. 


 


 


A brisk knock at the door awoke him
from deep sleep, and a second impatient knock followed.  


“I’m coming!” he yelled to the
intruder. Reluctantly he got up, feeling as though he only had half the amount
of sleep his body had wanted. He swung open the door to find a young woman
standing behind it, her face impassive. He recognized her as one of the Queen’s
ladies. She had the same elegant hairstyle the Queen required of her, a cape of
thick, long hair entwined gracefully at the crown of her head, and a
full-length purple dress that hugged her body. The Queen certainly had a flair
for style.


“I’m sorry to disturb you, Sir. The
Queen is requesting your presence.”


“Right now?” he asked in disbelief.
Part of him wished he could just decline and he could go back to sleep. He knew
better.


“If you’ll follow me, Sir,” she
invited. 


Evan shut the door behind him and
followed her out of the common room, through the Throne Room, and towards the
grand entryway that lead to the corridor where the Stratons kept residence. Two
soldiers opened the doors for them wordlessly and the sight of the Straton’s great
common room came into view around him. It was an immaculate display of wealth
and power, and was drenched in deep colors that didn’t exist naturally anywhere
in Terra. The ceiling vaulted more than a dozen feet in the air with thick concrete
columns that stood from top to floor. The room itself had a large open layout
with sectionals of seating areas, work stations, and stainless steel accents
throughout. It was just the sort of palatial opulence he had seen on Earth; a
wealth and grandness that everyone seemed to be working to attain.


The Queen was nowhere to be seen.
To his surprise the girl didn’t stop but headed towards the Queen’s private
residence. 


“Right this way please,” she
instructed, leading through the doors as the soldiers opened them. There were
others dressed similarly in the room, a few Evan vaguely recognized from
earlier times spent in the Queen’s privacy.


The residence, like the room that
preceded it, was elegantly decorated and immaculate. The enormous bed would have
dominated in the smaller space of his residence, but in hers was proportionate in
size. The Queen sat at a vanity on an adjacent wall, undoing the clasp of a
necklace before placing it in an ornate black box.


“That will be all, Julia,” she
commanded. 


The woman in purple left quickly
and quietly, shutting the doors behind her. It had been a while since they were
alone in a room together, and Evan tried to push those memories from his mind.


“I was wondering when I would see
you again,” the Queen confessed. She stood and turned to meet him, looking
every bit as regal as he remembered. She wore a turquoise dress with an
intricate lace pattern that draped fittingly over her figure, with a cascade of
colored fabric falling gracefully to her feet. It swished softly around her as
she approached him, quickly closing the space between them.


Objectively he had always found her
to be beautiful, but now he saw something he hadn’t recognized before. Large,
almond shaped hazel eyes, and a mane of chestnut brown hair that fell in soft
curls down her back. For one brief moment he would have sworn it was Zoe’s face
staring back at him. 


“Something the matter?” she asked with
a hint of concern in her face. 


“No, nothing,” he denied. He knew
it had to be his mind playing a trick or the fresh memories of Zoe mistakenly
processed with the old memories of the Queen. He closed and opened his eyes but
found the similarities between their faces remained. He felt uneasy and
distrustful, though he knew better than to let her see his innermost thoughts.
“You look beautiful, my Queen. As always.” He bowed his head ceremoniously in
front of her. 


Her lips curled into an amused
smile that brightened her face. She was always the most beautiful when she
smiled, and when she did he often forgot she was the Queen and instead
saw her as being as normal and regular as everyone else.  


“I’m pleased to see your sister was
able to locate you and bring you home in one piece. She has quite a talent,
Evadine. Of all the places to look she knew exactly the right one.”


“I was just as surprised as you,
Your Highness,” he replied.


“Did you have a nice time?” she
asked sweetly.


“It was fine. I’m happy to be home
now.” It was faster to think of the lie than to consider a truthful statement.


“And yet you stayed away for so
long.” There was slight amusement in her words and her lips, but her eyes were
colder, appraising him closely.


“Forgive me. I lost track of time.”
He took her right hand and held it to his mouth, gently kissing above her
knuckles.  


“I missed you,” she whispered
quietly, her eyes dropping to where his lips met her outstretched hand. It was
a side of her that was easier, less complicated. A part of him believed their
affair would be more convenient if she was always that way. The moments were rare
and in some ways they alarmed him. She was his Queen, a married woman with whom
he had shared a bed on more than one occasion, and he never forgot his place. 


He always suspected that to her the
affair was a product of power and desire, never emotion. She had charmed and
seduced him the first time and each time thereafter was always at her whim. He
participated but never instigated, never once daring to openly address her as
anything other than his sovereign. Afterwards, he always felt angry with
himself for giving in, for wanting her at all. Although he appreciated that she
never explicitly treated him like a prisoner, he never managed to forget that
he technically was. The formality of his and Eva’s imprisonment may have ended with
the previous Queen and King, but they were never told to leave or stay. They
simply remained in the only place they had to call home. 


“I have some matters to attend to,”
she stated. She released her hand from his and put it back at her side,
regaining the cool composure she was known for. “Perhaps we can pick up where
we left off?” she asked, though he suspected she was being rhetorical.


Not knowing what to say he simply
nodded. To his surprise she kissed him, capturing his bottom lip between hers
and tugging gently. She pulled away and smiled, and he again saw a flicker of
Zoe in her face. A knot formed in his stomach. 


“See you later,” she promised as
she walked to the door and left, leaving him alone in her bedroom. 


None of the Queen’s people looked
at him as he emerged from her private room, or as left the Straton’s residence.
Not that his or his sister’s presence in the Straton residence would have been
considered scandalous. The Throne Room was the centralized meeting room of the
royal family, where matters of state and other official business were announced
to the public.  Only the two private residences branched off adjacently from
the great room: the Queen and King’s, and the one he shared with Eva. 


Evan retreated to his own residence.
The Queen had been there, too, on my occasions, often coming to him when the
King was away or otherwise engaged. He could still feel the impression of her
lips on his, his bottom lip still warm from her embrace. He was grateful she
had other matters to attend to, knowing full well their reunion would have
likely progressed to the bed. 


Seeing Zoe’s face in the Queen’s was
unexpected, and the uncanny similarity between them was a disturbing reminder
of the woman he left behind. He looked to his bed and suddenly felt guilty for
having shared it with Kyra, even though it was prior to meeting Zoe. Still, it
was a reminder he didn’t want. 


He returned to the empty common
room. A total of four rooms branched off from the main common area, two
occupied by Evan and Eva and the other two meant for family or honored guests.
They had each remained empty for as long as he could remember. He opened the
door closest to him and found that it was empty and lacking any customization.
The lights brightened in his presence, casting a sterile glow on the glass panels
that lined the walls from floor to ceiling. To his right he found the familiar
control panel that calibrated individual settings in the room. He touched his
palm to the corner and recalled the rooftop pool at the Canary Hotel: a sea of
terra-cotta roofs and spiky palm tree leaves set against a crystal blue sky; the
smell of the nearby ocean thick with salt; a trellis covered in bougainvillea
propped against a thick plastered wall; Spanish tile spaced sporadically along
the soft concrete ground; a seagull cawing distantly. 


When he opened his eyes it was as
though he was back on Earth, Santa Barbara laid out around him in such detail
he could let himself think he was actually there. Satisfied, he removed his
hand and walked to the wooden poster bed; a white down comforter stretched out
along high thread count sheets and topped with thick pillows. Every detail was
perfect. He stripped his clothes off and left them discarded on the floor
before climbing in. He fell asleep quickly, his mind and body slipping back
into comfortable silence.


He was well-rested and relaxed the
next time his eyes opened. The artificial sky had grown dark during his sleep,
but brightened once again as he sat up. The common room was still empty when he
emerged. Over the course of a few trips back and forth he moved his belongings
from the room he was familiar with to the spare room. He couldn’t stand the
thought of sleeping in the same bed he had shared with the Queen. 


The entryway opened and Eva burst
through, out of breath as though she had been running. “Something has happened
to the King.”


Together they ran to the Straton’s
residence, finding the Queen surrounded by half a dozen Crown Soldiers. They
were frenzied, talking amongst themselves while the she stood calm and composed
between them, trying to make sense of what they were saying.


“Everyone calm down!” she
commanded. The room fell silent in an instant, the soldiers coming to attention
at once. “Hector and Alcander will stay with me and the Nero’s. The rest of you
return to the Military Complex at once and await further instruction.” All but
two of the soldiers left immediately, leaving the five of them behind. The
Queen sat at the head of a long narrow table and motioned for the rest to
follow suit, Evan and Eva sitting to her right, Hector and Alcander to her
left. 


“Where is the King, Alcander?” she
asked calmly, her eyes narrowed on the two soldiers.


“In Last City, Your Highness. They
have him and the book,” the first man answered. He had the appearance of a very
strong and proud man, but his face suggested anger and failure.


“Why have they taken him?” Her
voice remained cold but collected, her face stern. Alcander and the other,
Hector, exchanged a quick look.


“They say they don’t want to hurt
him. It’s you they want, Your Highness.”


The Queen’s eyes darkened, shadowed
beneath the deepening crease of her brows. “Why?”


Alcander swallowed. “They’re
claiming you’re not the rightful Queen.”


 

Chapter
10: The Queen


 


The room imploded into stunned
silence. The soldiers didn’t dare raise their eyes to the Queen, surely afraid
that by doing so they would be signing their death warrants. ‘They’re
claiming you’re not the rightful Queen.’ 


Evan looked to Kyra, his heart
beating like thunder in his chest, and found her composure unchanged. If there
was so much as an inch of fury or anger in her she hid it well. 


“I want you to tell me exactly what
happened,” she commanded. Her stony gaze was set on Alcander, who must have
wanted to be anywhere else in the universe but at her table explaining why her
husband was missing.


“It wasn’t difficult to find the
book,” he began. “We were told by a resident that it was being guarded in the
City Center by a woman. An Elder. We found her alone in the nave with the book
in her lap. Not only had she been expecting us, but she somehow knew the King
would be with us. She requested a private audience with him.”


“A courtesy you did not grant her,
I hope,” the Queen remarked. Her eyes moved to Hector, who had so far said
nothing but whose fear mirrored Alcander’s. 


“No, Your Highness,” Hector
answered. 


“What did she want with the book?”
the Queen asked.


“She claimed it contained forgotten
truths about the monarchy. Proof that you and your mother before you - the
Queen Mother,” he corrected, “had no legitimate claim to the Crown.”


“And she said this with all of you
present?” The piercing tone in her voice was subtle, but nonetheless cold. 


Hector looked to Alcander, looking
as though he hoped his fellow soldier would relieve him of some pressure. A
brief moment of clear silence passed before he dared look at the Queen again.
“Yes.”


“How did one Elder woman take the
King prisoner?” she asked. She looked expectantly to Alcander for an
explanation.


“There were armed residents hiding
in wait, Your Highness,” Alcander answered. “We had come unarmed at the King’s
request and were unprepared for the situation. The King offered her leniency in
exchange for the book, but she refused. As the residents took the King away,
the Elder woman demanded we pass on a message to you.”


The Queen remained unmoved. Evan
looked from her to the confused faces of the Soldiers. “Well?” he asked. “What
is the message?”


Alcander bristled noticeably. “She
said, ‘My name is Thea of the original family whose time has long since been
forgotten. It will be forgotten no more.’”


The words were like a paralytic,
stopping Evan’s blood cold. Every member of the original family had died nearly
a generation ago, their stories lost in time. The Elder had to have been lying.



The Queen stood from the table
without a word and retreated towards her private residence. Evan looked to Eva
at his side and saw that she was lost in her thoughts, trying to make a
connection in the senselessness of the situation. The two Soldiers looked to
each other nervously. 


“You three stay here,” Evan
instructed as he stood. “Do not leave until the Queen returns.” Alcander and
Hector nodded obediently at him. He knew Eva would stay put. 


The doors to the Queen’s residence
opened in his hands, welcoming him back into her private world. She stood some
distance in the room with her back to the door. 


“Your Highness?” he called. She
didn’t acknowledge him. Evan closed the distance between them. “Kyra,” he spoke
softly.


Her head lifted and turned to him,
her body following suit until she was facing him. He could tell that she was
struggling to maintain her composure, fighting whatever emotion dared rise to
the surface and the public eye. Her eyes searched his as though they contained
some answer she was looking for. She looked not like his Queen, but like a
woman who didn’t know what to do next.


“Tell me what I can do to help,” he
offered. He cupped her left elbow in his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. She
used his grip on her arm to bring herself closer to him before reaching up and
touching her lips to his. 


To his surprise she didn’t close
her eyes, but instead kept them trained on his as her mouth moved against his.
His lips parted, accepting hers between them. He kissed her back and felt her
need quicken, her eyes finally closing as he reciprocated the intimacy. Her
arms looped around his waist, fingers picking up the hem of his shirt. His eyes
closed at the touch of her fingertips on his skin, moving up underneath his
shirt until her palms were pressed against his lower back. 


He felt a familiar wanting inside
him, one he both enjoyed and hated. A part of him liked the thrill of the
affair, not caring for Owyn’s feelings. He suspected the King already knew and
that there may be have even been others the Queen had wanted and taken. She had
a bewitching way about her, able to command love and respect in tandem with
obedience and loyalty. 


Then he thought of Zoe. He saw the
smile he knew was difficult for her to manage, the way she overreacted to
inanimate objects that looked nothing like spiders, her humor and her sadness.
He thought that if he’d kissed her he would feel absolved of the guilt about
his affair with the Queen. There would have been no twisted sense of obligation
or punitive desire. The decision to kiss her would have been his and may have
even provided him an out with the Queen, a reason to stop. 


The Queen’s kiss was a tempest.
When at last she pulled away her eyes were heavy and lidded, a burning in them
he knew went beyond just her lust. There was a fury in her. Her hands moved
from his back to his hands, grabbing his in each of hers.


“Bring me back the King, the book,
and the damn woman who took them from me. Take their whole city if you have
to.”


 


 


Evadine watched as her brother and
the Queen emerged. She had been under the impression that no one but the King
was allowed such a private audience with the Queen, let alone entrance to her
bedroom. She knew it hadn’t been the first time her brother stepped beyond the
threshold and had often witnessed her leaving Evan’s room when everyone else
had already gone to sleep. She had long ago accepted their affair and never
once spoke about it, not even to her brother.


 She noticed that Evan’s face was
fraught with tension. Had the Queen had instructed him to do something he was against?
She listened as he addressed the room, his instructions to the two soldiers
brusque as the Queen watched from behind. Both Alcander and Hector looked to
her for confirmation as Evan concluded and then the three of them were off. 


Eva didn’t like being alone with
the Queen. She always felt as though there was an unspoken expectation of her
that she was never quite able to reach. 


“Perhaps I should have sent you to
bring back the book,” the Queen mused, though her frustration was evident. She
stood behind her seat at the head of the table and placed her hands around the
back of it like a podium. 


“I don’t understand, Your
Highness,” Eva replied. 


“You’re very good at finding
things,” the Queen complimented. “I asked you to bring your brother home and no
one managed to be kidnapped in the process.”


“My brother is very cooperative,
Your Highness,” she acknowledged. She watched as the Queen’s face tightened
inquisitively. “Besides,” she added, “he wanted to come home.” 


“Did he?” The Queen’s demeanor retracted.
She pulled the chair out from the table and sat in it, her hands folding
effortlessly in her lap. “What is your impression of this Elder woman’s story?”


Eva knew she would have to select
her words carefully and take great care to not say anything to upset her. They
weren’t particularly close, and despite her knowledge of the affair with Evan
she didn’t dare presume to be friendly with the Queen.


“The original family is gone, Your
Highness. Even if one of them had survived, why would they wait until now to
make their presence known? It doesn’t make any sense.”


“Indeed,” the Queen replied. “Do
you remember anything about them?” she asked.


The question surprised Eva; The
Queen never asked her personal questions. It was strange for her to even care
what anyone else thought. 


She searched her mind, trying to
place the name Thea with any long-lost memories. There was the faintest flicker
of recognition but no memory resurfaced. She remembered little before the death
of her parents, shortly before going in to Crown custody.


“No. I know the stories,” she
admitted. “The original family ruled for generations. They’re credited for our
advancement. Other than that I don’t really remember anything. I doubt anyone
else does either.” It helped that they had all been forced to forget by the
first Straton Queen.


The Queen nodded. Eva wondered what
else she would be asked. She was naturally talented at keeping confidences
private but didn’t exactly trust herself around the Queen.


The doorway opened and a Crown
Soldier walked briskly through, stopping just short of the Queen before bowing
his head.


“Your Highness, Evander Nero has
left with eighteen soldiers. They should be arriving shortly,” he announced.


“Thank you, Adeipho,” she replied,
dismissing him with a wave of her hand. When the soldier didn’t leave she
looked to him again, irritation lining her face. “Is there something else?”


“Yes, Your Highness. We ran a
cybernated subterranean scan of Last City and found an anomaly. They’ve built a
gate.”


Eva watched as the Queen
straightened in her seat, the illusion of her composure slipping. The only
gates on Terra were controlled by the Crown Soldiers - several at the Royal
Transport Station and one used privately, the one she and Evan arrived in from
Earth. The technology to build them belonged exclusively to the Crown and no
gate had ever been built by anyone other than the monarchy.


“How is that possible?” the Queen
asked, her voice growing in volume.


“We have no idea, Your Highness.
Based on the outputs we detected the gate is powered and fully functioning.
There was a trace biological signature so it is likely a resident has used it.”


“Where is it programmed for?”


“The signal indicates Gaia.”


Eva had to keep herself from
gasping out loud. Gaia was so named because of its unique likeness to Terra, a
universe where only one planet was known to contain human life: Earth.


“Shut it down!” the Queen
commanded. Eva was ripped from her thoughts at the sound of the Queen’s voice
searing through the room. “I want all residents outside of Terra brought back
immediately. Hold them in the Military Complex and then suspend all gates
programmed for Gaia.”


Eva felt her heart leap in her
chest. If the Queen de-programmed the gates for Gaia there would be no way to
ever return, no possibility of going back to Earth. She thought immediately of
Evan. If he found out he could never go back... She had to do something before
that happened.


Adeipho looked positively
frightened by the Queen. “It will take some time to find everyone, Your
Highness,” he stammered.


“Then send everyone we have to get
them. You,” she pointed at Eva. “Find out if someone from Last City is in Gaia
and bring them back at once. Go!” she yelled at both of them. 


Eva felt a ripple of fear in her
chest. The Queen would expect her to return with only one person from Gaia: a
resident. 


 

Chapter 11: The Elder


 


The inhabited cities of Terra
spread out like a chain of steel and glass islands, each one connected to the
other by long corridors of transport stations. The Royal City was the pinnacle,
situated the farthest from Last City with private transport stations that
allowed the Crown Soldiers to travel twice as fast. 


Evan had never been to Last City.
Many of the cities were built during his childhood when the first Straton Queen
and King held him and Evadine captive. The Queen and King kept a very tight rein
on them, and always insisted on knowing their whereabouts and keeping them
close by.


I shouldn’t even be here. He
never had an interest in the Crown Soldiers or their work. Before the Stratons
took possession of the Crown the same soldiers had belonged to them, owned and
controlled as a source of power. Terra never had an army before the Crown
Soldiers; there was never any need. 


Evan watched as Alcander addressed them,
his demeanor having changed significantly since their debriefing with the
Queen. Each soldier was armed; they looked frighteningly like the guns, small
and potentially lethal. He had no taste for violence. From the way Alcander and
Hector described their encounter with the Elder and the residents of Last City,
there was no need for such force. The King’s involvement, however, made the
presence of weapons a necessity.


One of the soldiers stood abruptly
and pointed beyond the walls of the transport. “Sir, look!” he demanded. 


The transport was decreasing in
speed as it approached the entryway of the Last City Transport Station. Evan
looked in the direction the solder pointed in and saw a large crowd gathered on
the platform. The King stood in the middle surrounded by residents. 


Evan looked to Alcander and Hector.
“Do you remember the faces of the residents who took the King?”


“Yes,” Hector replied. 


“Good. Have the others take them.
You two take the King and check him for injuries. Secure him in a private car
away from the other prisoners. I’ll take custody of the Elder woman and the
book. 


Alcander exchanged looks with
Hector. “It’s our job to protect the Queen and her assets, Evan, even dusty old
history books,” he scowled.


“And if you were meant to so much
as breathe on it then it wouldn’t be locked away to begin with, would it?” Evan
argued. “I will take the book and you can explain to the Queen how you failed
to protect her assets in the first place.” 


Alcander’s face turned bright red.
He adjusted the armed device he carried and turned his attention to the crowd of
residents and the King.


The transport doors opened to
silence. Each resident stood in silence, their facial expressions neutral at
the sight of Evan and the armed Crown Soldiers. The King did not appear to be
hurt. In fact, he didn’t look the least bit concerned with his circumstances. 


Ten of the soldiers dispersed
around the large crowd while another six took possession of the presumed
kidnappers. Hector and Alcander went straight for the King with Evan following
behind.


“Have you joined up with the Crown
Soldiers, Evander?” asked the King, a cocky smirk on his face. His charms were
lost on Evan, who didn’t appreciate the King’s humor in light of the
circumstances.


“The Queen asked me to come get
you, Your Highness,” he retorted. Owyn’s chin lifted and Evan thought he saw a
faint smile of defiance.  “Which one is the Elder?” 


“I am her,” a woman spoke. She did
not have the face of an Elder. 


Evan was not convinced. “Your
Highness is she woman who stole the book and held you captive?” he asked.


“She is,” the King replied. “She
has given her word that no resident will act in violence against us. Let’s show
her the same courtesy.” His eyes were on Hector and Alcander, his words a
command they heeded without question. 


“Hector, Alcander,” Evan called to
the soldiers. They looked to the King and moved only after he nodded in
approval. Evan turned his attention to the Elder. “Where is the book?” he
asked.


A male resident stepped forward,
the book clutched tightly in his arms. He held the book out to Evan with great
care, his eyes never leaving the elaborate royal seal stamped in the center of
the hard cover. Evan took it and was surprised by its heavy weight. One by one
the residents turned and left, vacating the platform. 


 “What’s your name?” he asked the
Elder woman.


“Thea,” she answered, never once
taking her eyes off of him. 


 “What’s your real name?” he
clarified. She didn’t answer. “Whether or not you lie makes no difference to
me. Nothing you say is likely to influence whatever punishment the Queen has
planned for you,” he remarked.


The Elder woman’s expression seemed
to soften as she examined the features of his face. “Owyn called you Evander.
Are you a Nero?” she asked.


An indignant flame burst beneath his
skin, first at her informal use of the King’s name and more so at the
recognition of his.


“You don’t recognize me, do you?”
she asked, her head crooked to the side.  “Evander Nero,” she whispered as if
she couldn’t believe her own words.


His heart rate increased and he had
to fight to retain his composure. “Come with me,” he commanded. 


He moved a few paces behind her and
urged her towards the transport door. As they boarded he directed her to a
private room opposite the Crown Soldiers and their prisoners. Once settled, the
transport began the return trip to the Royal City, picking up tremendous speed
with each passing moment.


The Elder sat down gracefully as
Evan took the seat opposite her with the book secure at his side. They sat in
silence as the transport moved, Last City fading into the distance. He glanced
at the book and tried to recall the woman’s words. ‘Forgotten truths’
came to mind immediately. His eyes traced along the raised impression of the
royal seal, wondering what words were contained within the pages that she
risked her life for.


“I’m guessing you’ve never read
it,” she interrupted. 


Evan moved the book to his side and
out of her view. “It’s not mine to read,” he answered. The longer he looked at
her the more he realized she looked too young to be an Elder and too refined
for a resident of Last City. Untamed curls of golden brown hair spilled out
from her head, with dark close set eyes perched on top of a narrow nose and
full mouth, and skin that radiated golden warmth. She was an exotic contrast to
the other residents. She stood out amongst those who stood at her side on the
platform, and he knew she was not truly one of them. She did, however, look
like someone who had lived luxuriously, who spent their life surrounded by the
comforts of the Royal City.


“It is a chapter of Terra’s
history; of course it is yours to read. It would change your perception of the
Stratons if you knew how different the story in the book is from the story you
remember. From what you were told.” There was a strange kindness in her
voice, a matronly gentleness that reminded him of his own mother.


“You have no idea what my
perception of the Queen and King is,” he disputed.


“I know a lot more than you think I
do, Evander. About you, your Queen, and the King.”


He bristled at the familiar way she
spoke his name, but couldn’t place the direct source of his discomfort. “If
that were true then you would have had no reason to take the book.”


“I didn’t take it for knowledge,”
she replied.


“For what then?” he asked.


“To get Kyra Straton’s attention,”
she confessed.


“Well, you got it. You’ll be lucky
if all she does is lock you away for the rest of your life,” he warned. “I hope
you had enough sense not to share your conspiracy with the other residents.”


“It isn’t a conspiracy,” she
replied sternly. “The book is evidence.”


“Evidence of what? If that were
true then why would it be on display in the Media Center for all to see instead
of hidden or even destroyed?” he asked incredulously. “Do you really think they
would hide it in plain sight?”


“You mean in a container programmed
with technology so advanced only one or two people in the world could open it?
Yes, I do think that.”


“Then how did you manage to steal
it?” he countered.


To his surprise she smiled. “My
family created that technology.”


He shook his head in disbelief.
“Right. Not only are you claiming the Stratons are frauds, but also that you
are the last surviving member of the original family.”


“I never said I was the last.”


A cold chill struck a nerve in his
spine. Nothing she was claiming was possible. “The original family is dead.
They have been for nearly a generation.”


She stiffened in her seat as a
pained expression breached her face, and for a moment Evan regretted his words.
Her reaction surprised him. No one could fake the emotional toll a loss like
that would take on a person. She was genuine.


“Yes, most of them are dead,” she
said after a long moment. “My sisters and brothers, my husband, maybe even my
children. They nearly killed me, too.” She seemed to struggle with the words.
Evan watched as she fought to keep her emotions from spilling out of her
control. “What purpose were our deaths meant to serve?” Her voice wavered as
she spoke. 


His memory of the past had faded
considerably, though some memories of his parents had remained. His mother and
father had close ties to the original family, and he would have recognized her
if she were who she claimed to be.


“How did you know my name?” he
asked.


“The same way I know that your
sister is Evadine and that you’ve been held prisoner by the Stratons since your
parents died. I know that your mother was Calla, and your father was Damon. I
know because you used to play with my children.” Her eyes filled with tears
that never spilled. He could see she was powering through her resolve, keeping
her head up in spite of her circumstances. 


“I know the Stratons prohibited
anyone from speaking our name, effectively forcing us to be forgotten.” 


He recognized shades of a memory and
could see the blurry faces of young children playing with a youthful woman wearing
a crown on her head. It was the Elder’s face, younger and fresher but still
filled with beauty. He did recognize her. Time had eroded her physical identity
some but the more he looked, the more she seemed familiar to him.


“You were the Queen the Stratons
killed,” he whispered as the memory came to light. 


“The Queen they thought they
killed,” she corrected. “And then they went after the rest of my family.”


“Thea,” he whispered. It was
becoming clearer to him now, why he had recognized it when he first heard it.
He saw her younger self again, and the man who was her husband, the King. He
saw his own parents with them, laughing and talking with glee only a short time
before their demise. 


He opened the thick cover of the
book and scanned the pages, searching for a clue to prove she was telling the
truth. He stopped on a page that contained a hierarchical graph and a list of
names categorized by generation.


His heart stopped on the title. ‘Historical
Records and Lineage of the Original Families of Terra: Thanatos, Nero, and
Straton.’


 

Chapter
12: A Revelation


 


 “Miss Thanatos?”


A man in a collared work shirt and
slacks stood a few feet away with a clipboard in one hand and a pen in the
other, both of which were moving towards her. 


“Your signature please?” he asked.


Oh, right. Her thoughts had
wandered off again and she was left standing with a far off look on her face. She
glanced around the man’s work and nodded appreciatively. The spare bedroom was
transformed into an office, complete with new furniture and littered with
several shopping bags filled with all manner of accessory. The man had
assembled the furniture and set it into place while she was off in the land of
mental distraction. On another such trip, she’d nearly hammered her fingers
into a wall. 


She signed and tipped generously
before showing him to the front door and wishing him a good day.  Any and all
conceivable projects she thought to take on, she did. The hardwood floors were
refinished, walls painted, crown molding installed, the kitchen cabinets were
outfitted with new hardware, and light switch faceplates replaced in every room
along with each light fixture and ceiling fan. When one project finished she
started another, every day for three days straight. Before she knew it was
Saturday.


The morning after Evadine and Evan
left, Zoe found herself in an unfamiliar mental space. For the entire morning
and part of the afternoon she kept expecting Evan to show up at any moment.
After all, he had been with her nearly nonstop since they met. Their shared
experiences felt like a relationship that was longer than just two days, and
his absence had a more profound effect on her than she would have liked. 


The strangest part was knowing she
had no way to contact him, that she couldn’t just pick up a phone or drive to
his hotel, and the more she thought about it the more dissonant she felt. He
was nowhere to be found in the world, which was the thought that perplexed her
the most. Without his presence to serve as proof of the existence of another
world, her belief began to wane. The idea of Terra made sense when she could
see evidence of it in him, but without him there to ground her newfound
reality, it became nothing more than a supernatural memory.


To occupy her mind she planted the
flowers and shrubs she bought the previous day, and then set to work on the
rest of the house, moving room to room until she had enough projects to last a
lifetime. Her mind wandered off for stretches of time, but less and less she
thought of Evan, and of Terra. 


By Friday afternoon as she painted
her living room lily pad green, she decided that the best thing to do was to
not expect Evan at all. It was impossible to know if he would ever return and
she felt that waiting for him would just be pathetic. She had a life before he
ever entered into it and it would continue on after he left. 


Zoe returned to the office and set
to work on the shopping bags, placing the new items throughout the room until
it no longer looked empty. Among the new purchases was a framed print of a
Parisian cityscape, the lights reflected on the wet pavement as patrons moved
along with umbrellas covering their heads. It was a clichéd piece of commercial
art but she loved it, and wanted a reminder of the most beautiful city she had
ever visited. 


With a wall selected to hang the
piece on, she picked up a nail and hammer and swung. The hammer penetrated and
created a softball-sized hole in the wall. Fantastic. She yanked the
hammer from the wall and stared resentfully at the tool and the damaged drywall.
She considered her choices, wondering if she could patch the drywall herself
with some help off the Internet, or if it would be easier just to hire someone.



Something caught her eye; a refracted
ray of light beaming out from the newly created hole. The hammer still in her
hand, she pounded the soft area around the hole, stuck her hand in, and came
into contact with a clean, glassy surface. The item was long and rectangular,
all sides surfaced in the same smooth material. 


 She maneuvered her fingers until the
item was secure in her hand and pulled it out from its hiding place in the
wall.  She dropped the hammer to the ground and used her free hand to balance
the weight of the box before bringing it to the desk and setting it down. She
could just make out the faintest sliver of a seam around the perimeter of the
box constituting a lid. With both hands she used her fingers to lift the top
and expelled a curious breath when it opened, the sensation like two magnets
moving apart from each other. 


Inside were several rolls of
parchment paper, each tied with a blue leather band and stacked one on top of
the other like logs. She picked up the edge of one scroll and felt the delicacy
of the paper instantly. She slid the binding down the length of the scroll carefully,
not willing to test the efficacy of the paper’s strength. Once relieved, the
scroll unraveled marginally in her hands. With one corner held in her left
hand, she used her right to gently unravel the paper. 


An uneven stroke of ink appeared
and grew in size as she unrolled the scroll. It was a map, hand drawn in
precise detail and with obvious care. Several areas were labeled with hand
drawn script, but the letters too small to make out what they said. She
unraveled a second scroll and found what appeared to be a schematic, drawn and labeled
in the same ink and script as the map.  


The third scroll was larger, and
once open revealed a tree filled with names and smaller lines of script beneath
each one in the same delicate writing. She held the scroll closer, willing her
eyes to adjust to the delicate typography. The tree itself was relatively
small, going back only a few generations. She scanned over the names and marveled
at the fine cursive they were scrawled in. Adara, Evangeline and Thea. The
hierarchy continued through Thea and stopped at Zara and… Zoe. 


She nearly jumped in her seat at
the sight of her name. Of course she knew there were others who shared her name
and spelling, but something about seeing it on the scroll felt a little too
familiar, almost as if it were her. Hers was the only name she
recognized.


Several more scrolls sat inside the
glass box waiting to be opened. Just as she reached for a fourth to open the
doorbell rang. She made her way to the front door and mentally calculated the
chances that it was Evan standing on the other side. Could he have come back
already? A brief glance through the peephole dashed her fleeting hope away. She
took deep breath and opened the door. 


“Evadine!” she exclaimed, trying not
to sound as if she were disappointed. 


“You remembered,” Eva greeted with
a smile.


Zoe looked around Eva on the off
chance that she wasn’t alone. “What brings you by?”


“I need to speak with you. Can I
come in?”


“Of course” She tried not to dwell
on Eva’s physical resemblance to Evan, or to the wave of disappointment that it
wasn’t him on the other side of the door.


For the first time Zoe noticed how
out of the ordinary Eva looked up close. Perhaps it was the way she was dressed
that hinted at her otherworldly provenance. She looked like she had just
stepped foot off the set of a science fiction movie. She didn’t recall Evan
looking so utilitarian, and wondered if Eva had come from Terra directly to her
house.


Zoe sat down on the new couch and
nestled into the cushions. Eva followed suit, sitting a seat cushion away. It
hadn’t been too long since she and Evan sat in a similar way, but for decidedly
different reasons. 


“What brings you by?” Zoe asked.
She fought back the desire to immediately ask about Evan.


Eva sighed. “Let me preface this by
acknowledging that what I’m about to say is not only going to be forward, but
also very confusing. That being said, I owe it to my brother to do this.”


Zoe’s brows furrowed over her eyes.
“To Evan? Why? What are you talking about?”


“I want to take you to Terra.”


Zoe’s stomach dropped. “I beg your
pardon?”


“There are some things happening
back home. A book went missing, the King was kidnapped and the Queen is... Well
she’s the Queen.” Maybe to Eva the implication of her words was clear, but to
Zoe they offered no explanation.


 “I’m not following. What book?
What does any of this have to do with Evan? Or with me for that matter?”


“Sorry, let me try to explain it
better.” Eva took a deep breath but looked anything but relaxed. “The book that
was stolen belongs to the Queen and is special. It is a historical record of
great importance that is usually locked up where no one can get it. Except,
someone did get it. That crime alone would have guaranteed a life of lockup,
but to make matters worse, the same people responsible for stealing the book
are holding the King hostage.” 


Stolen books? A kidnapped King?
None of it made sense to Zoe. The goings-on of another world’s monarchy didn’t
interest her.


Eva continued. “I can’t say for
sure but I’m willing to bet that they’re up to more than just stealing from the
monarchy. They’ve managed to get their hands on some technology owned
exclusively by the Crown, and who knows what kind of trouble that could cause.”



“What kind of technology?” Zoe
grabbed a lace covered pillow from beside her and hugged it to her chest. Eva
had a come a long way to tell her the story, and she owed it to her to listen.


“It’s complicated,” Eva sighed.
“There really isn’t enough time to get into specifics. To make a long story
short the Queen is having all the gates deprogrammed for Gaia.”


 “What is Gaia?”


“Gaia is here, Earth. It’s what we
call your universe. The gates help us travel safely between universes, but once
they’re deprogrammed we have no way of coming and going. Anyone stuck here
won’t be able to go home, and likewise no one from Terra can go to Gaia.”


Things were getting a big clearer.
“So that means Evan wouldn’t be able to come back here?”


“Exactly. I know he wouldn’t want
that. Unfortunately, he doesn’t know. He was sent with a team of Crown Soldiers
to bring back the King, the book, and those responsible for taking them. By the
time he returns the gates could already be shut down, and then there would be
nothing he could do.”


Zoe shifted uncomfortably in her
seat. “So he doesn’t even know you’re here?” she asked.


Eva shook her head. “I’m certain he
would be here himself if he knew. If he could.”


“Did he say anything about coming
back?” Zoe could barely bring her eyes up to look at Eva as she asked. Her
fingers played absentmindedly with the corners of the pillow, wrapping the soft
fabric around her fingers.


“He doesn’t need to. I know my
brother well enough to know he wouldn’t want the gates to close on his chance
to see you again. His life is very complicated at home and I know that he was
waiting to find a way to come back.”


“Once the gates are deprogrammed
there’s no way to know when they’ll be reprogrammed?”


“No.”


“So it’s possible they may not be
reprogrammed at all?”


“It is.”


“And you’re asking me to go with
you? Without any certainty that I’ll be able to come home?”


“I’m asking if you want to.”


Zoe could tell from the look in
Eva’s bright blue eyes that even she knew how ridiculous she sounded. She
looked around the room, taking in the sight of every project she had started
and finished or was in the process of completing. A mess of her own creation
was easy enough to fix, but what she was being asked to do was something else
entirely. She was still trying to reacclimatize herself to the life she had
neglected to live. How could she leave when she was only just starting? There
wasn’t enough time in any world to make that kind of decision.


She’d been rescued from one jump
just to make a much bigger one. There wasn’t enough time to figure out what the
right decision was.


“So there’s a possibility that
either he never comes back, or I never come back?” Zoe asked.


“A possibility? Yes. How certain is
that possibility? I have no idea. This could just be the Queen overreacting.
For all we know she’ll have the gates reprogrammed as soon as these residents are
dealt with and everything will go back to normal.” Even she looked like she
didn’t believe that would happen.


“And the worst case scenario?” The
question lingered unanswered in the air between them. What if their Queen
wasn’t overreacting? She knew enough history to know that stealing from those
in power, especially the government or monarchy, was never a crime that went
without punishment. Not to mention the King’s kidnapping; if someone high up in
the government was kidnapped there would likely be no lack of severe punishment.
She would never consider involving herself in the politics of another country
or civilization, and Terra was an entirely new universe of unknown
possibilities. She had no desire to encroach on a potentially unstable
environment. 


“Has this ever been done before? I
mean, has anyone from Terra ever brought in an outsider from another universe?”


“No,” Eva admitted. She hesitated
before continuing. “We don’t make a habit of involving ourselves in the lives
of others. We observe and learn from other cultures, but never at the expense
of our own civilization.”


How ironic, Zoe thought.
Although it did offer some explanation as to why Evan was so hesitant to answer
her questions. However, he had interfered in her life to begin with, so it
wasn’t as though he had much of a choice. “How do you know it will even work?
What’s going to happen to my body?” How did one travel between
universes? What did a gate look like? Would she be safe? She had more questions
than answers.


“I don’t know for certain but I
have a feeling you’ll be fine. Technically speaking you shouldn’t even be able
to transport to other places like we can, but you were able to with Evan.”


“So your theory is that if I can
survive that I can survive traveling to Terra?”


Eva’s lips curled into an uncertain
smile. “Theoretically? Yes. Even I don’t understand the specific science behind
it but I’m quite certain you’ll be fully reassembled on the other side of the
gate.”


“Fully reassembled?!” Zoe
exclaimed. The decorative pillow fell discarded to her side.


“Technically. Look I know it’s a
risk but I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you would be fine. Believe me, the
last thing I want to do is kill the girl my brother is interested in.”


Zoe looked at her incredulously. She
couldn’t ignore the bad feeling settling inside her. She wasn’t the type of
person who would drop everything in her life for someone else, irrespective of
their experiences together. She could barely manage everything in her own life,
let alone take on someone else’s. Throw in the fact that it was another
universe and the whole situation seemed more trouble than it was worth.


“Like I said, I know how this all
sounds and I know it’s a tremendous decision on your part. Think of it as an
adventure! How many people in the world can say they’ve been to another
universe?”


“Besides you, your brother, and
countless others from Terra?” Zoe retorted.


“Yes, and I give you my word I will
do everything I can to make sure you have a way to come home.”


Zoe hesitated. “I don’t know. I
don’t want to be some pathetic girl who drops everything in her life just to
accommodate the guy she likes. That’s not the kind of person I want to be. Not
to mention the scope of what you’re asking me to do. I can barely believe the
words are even coming out of my mouth.” It was too much to comprehend and even
a lifetime seemed too short to fully appreciate how upside-down her world had
turned in just a short span of time. She could only take things at face value
for so long.


Eva nodded, seemingly resigned to
Zoe’s reluctance. “I understand. I owed it to my brother to try.” She stood up to
leave but turned to look at Zoe again. “I know my brother better than anyone. If
anyone can find their way back, it’s him. He may not realize it but I can see
that after two days with you he is a different person; a better, happier,
lighter person.” Zoe felt her stomach flip in her chest again, this time for a
different reason. 


As touching as the sentiment was it
was still not a valid reason to drop everything in her life for a man. “I’m
sorry,” was all she could manage. Eva would have to understand.


Zoe stood and wished Eva a safe
trip home, nearly apologizing for having wasted her time. Eva produced an
object similar to what she had seen Evan with. Up close she had a better view
of it, and nearly doubled over when she realized the same thick glass was
identical to the box she had found in the wall only moments prior.. 


“What is that?”


 “It’s a Communicator. Like a
phone, I guess.” Before she could finish Zoe ran for the office and retrieved
the box and opened scrolls. When she returned she put them in Eva’s hands,
certain she would recognize it.


 “Where did you get this?” She
turned the box over in her hands before picking at the scrolls, reading the
ones Zoe had already unraveled. 


“It was hidden behind a wall in my
office. Inside were all of these scrolls but none of them made any sense to me.
I forgot all about it until I saw your Communicator-thing.”


Eva picked up the scroll containing
the map and stared at it, her eyes growing bigger the longer she looked. 


“You recognize it, don’t you?”


Eva didn’t say a word. She picked
up the one with the family tree of names and slowly took her seat on the couch
again. Her mouth was gaping open, but no sounds escaped. She was completely
transfixed on the hierarchical tree. 


“Eva?” Zoe put her hand on Eva’s
shoulder hoping to break her trance.


“I don’t think you should come to
Terra to see my brother,” she whispered, her eyes never leaving the scrolls as
she examined each of the scrolls. “I think you should come because it’s your home.”
She turned the scroll around in her hands and pointed to a line of script Zoe
had missed on her initial examination. At the top written in a fine ink the color
of gold, was: Lineage of the Original Family of Terra: Thanatos.


The blood drained from Zoe’s face,
leaving her ashen and lightheaded. “No, that’s impossible,” she nervously
laughed. Her body dropped back down to the couch, her back and legs sinking deep
into the cushions.


“You were able to transport with
Evan,” Eva whispered. It was as if the conclusions were dawning on her one at a
time.


“That was Evan!” All she had done
was pass out.


“I couldn’t figure out why your
name was so familiar to me. Thanatos. That’s the name of the original
family.”


“The original what?” She didn’t
like the sound of that, nor the tone in her voice.


Eva placed the glass box next to
her and turned to face Zoe. “The first ruling monarchy of Terra. Of course! That’s
why the book was stolen!”


“What does that have to do with
me?”


“The woman who stole it claimed it
told a different version of how the Stratons came into the Crown.”


Zoe felt the hysteria rising in her
veins. “Who are the Stratons?”


“She claimed her name was Thea. Look!”
Eva cried, pointing to the name near the bottom of the tree. “This has to be
you!” Her finger moved to Zoe’s name. “This is your family. Thea is your mother.”


“No. I can’t be from another
universe!” Zoe scoffed incredulously. There had to be some enormous
misunderstanding. 


“Why not? Because it isn’t
possible?” Eva asked incredulously.


“No! Because I think I would know
if was from another planet!” she laughed. “Just because you are doesn’t mean
that am too.”


Eva looked at her pointedly. “Then
where’s your family?” Zoe’s mouth opened and shut. “You do have one?”


“Of course I do!”


“Where are they? Tell me about
them!” she demanded.


Zoe stood and walked away from the
couch, stopping in the middle of the expansive living room. Of course she had a
family. She had to have come from somewhere and that somewhere was Santa
Barbara, the very place she’d lived her entire life. She tried to picture the
faces of her family but could remember none. Places and events were accounted
for, but the people were missing.


“You don’t have any family, do you?
At least not here.”


Zoe turned and looked back at Eva.
She tried to find something, anything to say but could do nothing more than
stare with her mouth open. Eva picked up the box and scrolls of paper and handed
them back to her. 


“These are pages from a book
belonging in the Royal Anthology. How could you have possibly come upon these
by accident?”


“I don’t know!”


“Think about it, Zoe! A woman
claiming to be Thea from the original family - the Thanatos family -
risked her life to steal a historical book from the Queen, a book that
chronicles the founding monarchy of Terra. These scrolls are from Terra and
they happen to be hiding in your house here in Gaia? How many people do
you think have the name Zoe Thanatos?” 


 “Eva, I…”


“Zoe,” Eva whispered. She took the
glass box and papers from her again and set them down on a chair. She took
Zoe’s hands in her own and squeezed them gently. “How many coincidences is it
going to take for you to realize that you are from Terra? What other
explanation could there be?”


Zoe shook her head. “If any of it
is true then I’m not the person I thought I was. How does someone live for 25
years without knowing their true identity?”


“I don’t know, but you can find
out. I’ll help you.”


Zoe looked up into Eva’s blue eyes
and saw a little bit of Evan in her face. She trusted him once, hadn’t
she? Who was to say she couldn’t also trust his sister? How could she not draw
the lines between coincidences? Her name was written on a piece of
ancient-looking paper that supposedly came from a book in another universe. The
glass container she found the paper in was identical to the Communicator both
Eva and Evan had used. On top of it all, she had no recollection of any Earth
family. Surely there must have been someone? Who had raised her? Who had bought
the house she lived in; earned the money she lived off of? 


What were the odds that she had
lived a lifetime in one universe and then randomly met someone from the
universe she came from? Was everything, even sitting next to Evan on the boat
to Santa Cruz Island, nothing more than a string of coincidences? 


This was her fresh start, wasn’t
it? She hadn’t ended her life like planned and was trying to fill it with something
meaningful. Perhaps Terra would reveal all the answers to her. If it truly was
her home, didn’t she owe it to herself to know for sure? And to the woman who
was possibly her mother?


“Okay,” she sighed. “I’ll go.” 


 

Chapter
13: Two Sets of Gates


 


“So how exactly is this going to
work?” Zoe placed the glass box in a small carrier with the rest of her
belongings and tightened the strap around her shoulder. Initially Eva
protested, saying she wouldn’t need to bring anything from Earth, but Zoe
insisted. If she came back and needed to get home by herself, she would need
money and identification to do so. Eva may have thought it was unnecessary, but
it made Zoe feel safe.


The glow from the Communicator lit
up Eva’s face as she consulted it. “First we go to the gate’s location, and
then we use it to go to Terra. It won’t take very long.”


“Will it hurt?”


Eva looked up from the Communicator
and smiled. “It isn’t painful, it’s abnormal. Although, technically you’ve
already done it so it might not feel like anything at all.” 


Zoe looked down into the contents of
her carrier, feeling an odd trepidation at their impending travel. 


“As soon as we arrive I’ll take you
to our residence. We’ll need to change your appearance.”


Zoe blinked in surprise. “What?
Why?”


Eva looked her up and down, taking
in everything from her hair to the designer denim and shoes. “Because you look
like you’re from Earth.”


I am, Zoe thought. She
looked at her clothes, then Eva’s, and knew she was right. She wouldn’t look
like she belonged even if she technically did. 


“Do you really think Thea is my mother?”
The word sounded unfamiliar to her as it whispered out of her mouth. She knew
she had many questions about the woman, but it still didn’t seem real to her.


Eva shrugged apologetically. “I
really don’t know. If she is your mother then we have a lot more to worry
about. She’ll soon be in the custody of the Crown and I doubt the Queen will be
lenient. We’ll need to be careful.”


“I know,” Zoe conceded. She
couldn’t put too much stock in Thea being her mother just yet. She could only
handle one monumental life event at a time.


“Do you have everything you need?”
Zoe caught Eva looking at her bag and smiled. “Anything you’re going to need
we’ll have.”


“I know. This is what I need for
Earth.” Zoe felt a thread of defense in her words. She watched as Eva’s face
registered her resolve. 


“Let’s go to the gate.”


 


 


Evan watched as Alcander bound
Thea’s hands together, ready to take her to the Military Complex for
detainment. The Elder woman’s dark eyes burned as she glanced back at him. The
conversation didn’t feel like it was over. He would have to find a way in to
talk to her, to find out more about the original family, and specifically about
Zoe.


Despite having seen the words with
his own eyes he still couldn’t believe it. Thanatos was, nor rather, is
the original family. Did Zoe know? Nothing in their time together suggested she
lied about her origins, yet alone even knew about them. Not to mention the
total shock and disbelief she exhibited when he told her stories of Terra.
Whether or not she knew, her life was on Earth, and she was better off there
for the time being. He would find a way to see her again, and soon.


Alcander pulled Thea by her
restraints and lead her in the direction of the Military Complex as the other Crown
Soldiers escorted the remaining prisoners behind them. Hector rounded out the
group, following last in the processional. 


The King appeared at Evan’s side,
his arms clasped behind him as he watched after the departing party. “What do
you make of her?”


 “Does it matter? She’ll likely be
dead soon.” The thought troubled Evan. The Elder must have had a plan. Would
she really go through all that trouble just to be executed? It didn’t make any
sense. Even if she did have a plan, how would she follow through with it while
locked up? 


What if she had an accomplice?
Someone close to the Crown, perhaps? No. No one would be foolish enough to help
her when the risk was so great. 


The King cleared his throat. “Well,
either she’s very stupid or very smart. One way or the other we’ll find out,
won’t we?” 


Evan merely nodded. “I suppose so,
Your Highness.”


“Well, run along and tell the Queen
I’m home now. I’m sure she’ll be wanting that back as well,” he nodded in the
direction of the book Evan held in his arms. He had forgotten about it
completely.


“Don’t you want to see the Queen
yourself?”


The King shook his head carelessly.
“I’m sure the news will be just as good coming from you.” Perhaps any other man
in his position would smile and pretend he didn’t understand the King’s
undertones, but Evan didn’t. On some level he imagined that the King knew about
his relationship with the Queen and understood there was little he could do
about it. Evan wouldn’t disgrace them both by pretending it wasn’t happening. 


The King turned and stalked off in
the opposite direction of the Crown Soldiers, leaving Evan alone. With a sigh,
he headed back to the Straton’s residence, and to the Queen.


 


 


Zoe rubbed her hands over her arms
in rapid succession, silently cursing whoever decided to put the gate to Terra
in the middle of a frozen field on the other side of the globe. Eva was focused
on the Communicator, swiping her finger over it in every which way. She was
starting to have doubts. 


For a moment she considered the
possibility that they were too late and the gates on Terra had been
deprogrammed. A part of her wished it was true, but deep down she wanted to
take part in something no one else could lay claim to. To Evan, Eva, and the
others from Terra, going to another world was an ordinary event; as far as she
knew she was the first person from Earth to do it.


“It shouldn’t be long now,” Eva
announced. 


“So what exactly is a gate?” Zoe
asked, hoping the answer was interesting enough to distract her from the
hypothermia settling into her body.


Eva considered the question for a
moment, her attention momentarily taken away from the glowing glass device.
“Have you ever taken an elevator?”


Zoe tried to keep from rolling her
eyes. Maybe Eva didn’t know as much about Earth as she seemed to. “Yes, of
course I have.”


“Think of it like an elevator: one
starting point and destination, a pathway in between, and a vehicle to carry
you between each point. That’s what the gate does.”


Zoe imagined a long and
never-ending elevator shaft plummeting up into the sky far beyond where the eyes
could see. It took just over three days for the astronauts on Apollo 11 to
reach the moon, and that was only 238,900 miles away. In minutes she would be
in another universe entirely. The comparison had considerable gravitas. 


“And in the process it’s going to
disassemble me then put me back together on the other side?”


Eva smiled. “Something like that.” Oh,
sure, Zoe thought. 


A ping of light caught Zoe’s
attention. It sparked close to the frozen ground and travelled up and around,
forming the shape of an arc, leaving a dazzling trail of light in its path. The
center was like a blacked out wall, but Zoe could see it had some depth. It
resembled what she imagined a black hole to look like. A breeze of bitterly
cold air blew into her mouth as her jaw dropped open.


“Follow me closely,” Eva
instructed. 


Zoe recovered and adjusted the
carrier hanging from her shoulder. She watched in continued awe as Eva
approached the gate, and the arc grew thinner and taller around her body to
accommodate her shape. She walked through the arc and disappeared into the
black void. 


Zoe knew there was no time to
hesitate, and yet she felt her mind telling her feet to run off in the opposite
direction. This was it. She couldn’t back out of her decision, not after
everything she’d learned, and everything she had yet to find out.


She willed her feet to move forward
instead of backwards. The arc adjusted to her shape and as she moved closer she
felt a cold sterile breeze coming from the void. 


With all the courage she could
muster, Zoe stepped through the arc and into the darkness. 


 


 


Evan entered the Throne Room and stopped
dead in his tracks. Apart from the Crown Soldiers, who had doubled in number at
every entrance, the Throne Room was empty. Never once had the great room not
been filled with residents. He started again, hearing the unnerving sound of
his footsteps echoing against the vaulted walls and columns that stood like
giants around him. 


He was permitted to enter the
Straton residence and found all of the Queen’s personal attendants gathered
around in a group. A hushed silence quickly fell upon them as though they had
been whispering in secret and didn’t want him to hear. 


“Ladies,” he greeted with half a
smile. “What’s going on?”


Every single one of them looked to
Julia, the attendant Evan had previously met. She looked around her before her
gaze met his. “We are to wait here until the King has arrived and then go to
our residences,” she explained.


“Then go home. The King is back
safe and sound.” He walked to the doors leading to the Queen’s private
residence and waited as Crown Soldiers opened them. He heard the whispers of
the Queen’s ladies pick up again as he entered, their voices simmering to a
hush as the doors closed behind him. 


A large square glass table had been
placed in the room since his last visit, with two place settings on each end.
The Queen emerged from a corner of the room, dressed down in a simple short
black dress. Her hair was pulled neatly behind her head, showing off the lovely
curve of her chin and long neck. 


“You look pleased to see me,” she
smiled appreciatively.


Had he been staring? He cleared his
throat and held the large book out towards her in his hands. “I believe you
were looking for this.”


The Queen took the book in her
hands and smiled victoriously at it. “And the King?” Her eyes lifted up to meet
his. 


“He’s fine. I think he went
somewhere to decompress after all that has happened to him.”


“Yes, I’m sure he has.” She didn’t
sound as though she cared too much. Then again, she didn’t have to. She placed
the book inside an open vault engaged in a nearby wall, and then shut the door
closed until its seams blended perfectly into the surrounding glass.


“The Elder woman and her
accomplices from Last City are in the Military Complex with Alcander and Hector.”


“Good. Would you like to join me
for a meal?” Her hand waved at the two place settings. 


Evan hesitated. “I would, but I
should probably find my sister.”


“I sent Evadine on an errand for
me. It could be a while before she returns.”


Evan’s eyebrows crumpled. “Where
did she go?”


The Queen looked surprised by his
question. “To find something for me,” she answered indignantly. “And anyway if
the King doesn’t want to come home and share a meal with me then I will happily
take you in his place.”


He shifted uncomfortably where he
stood. “What if he comes back?”


She took a seat at one end of the
glass table and pointed to the other. “Honestly I couldn’t care less. Join me,
please.”


Evan did so, seating himself
opposite the Queen. She smiled at him coolly, seemingly amused at his expense. 


“You’ve never cared if the King
found out about us,” she observed.


Evan shook his head. “I don’t
know,” he mumbled, mostly to himself. “With everything that’s going on with
this Elder woman and the book something just feels unsettled.” The woman’s
words were still fresh in his mind, as was the knowledge that someone from the
original family was still alive. 


“Did she say anything to you?” The
Queen picked up a glass filled with a golden colored liquid and took a slow
sip. 


“She said many things. Some of
which were quite unbelievable.”


“Such as?” she asked sweetly.


“Well, she still claims to be Thea
from the original family, and that she’s not the only surviving member.”


Her eyes narrowed at him. She put
the drink back down on the glass and looked at him shrewdly. “That’s
impossible.”


Was it? Was Zoe Thanatos the
other surviving heir of the original family? The Queen could never know. He had
no doubt she’d go looking for Zoe, that she would possibly send him to do it,
or worse yet, a Crown Soldier. He shuddered at the thought of Zoe coming
face-to-face with Alcander or Hector. 


No. If the Queen thought Zoe was
the surviving heir to the original family she wouldn’t lock her up or hide her.
She’d make sure Zoe was gone for good. He needed to know for himself if it was
true and then decide the best way to handle the situation. He could hide Zoe
from the Queen. Keep her safe from her reach. But how?


 


 


It was as though an invisible hand
had reached inside Zoe, took a firm grip of her center, and pulled her chest
first through a long, thin tunnel. Her extremities dissolved around her,
shattering into long stretches of atoms that undulated like a wave of ripples.
She was nothing but a consciousness, her active mind a ribbon through the waves
like a double helix. 


A glass room materialized as she
was rebuilt atom by atom. A bright light temporarily subdued her, nearly
burning the corneas and sensitive nerves that connected her eyes to her brain.
She squinted, slowly adjusting her eyes to the artificial light. It emanated
from the glass, the structure itself twice the size of a pay phone booth. The
air was clean with a strange sterility that felt surprisingly cool. From
somewhere nearby she could hear the faintest electronic trilling, a crescendo
of sounds that reached an apex before declining back down into silence. Each
tone sounded as though it were a measurement, but of what she wasn’t sure. 


An unlit rectangular shape the size
of a door unveiled before Zoe’s eyes. It opened with a pneumatic hush into a
narrow glass corridor that lead to yet another door and a room beyond where she
could clearly see Eva standing, looking at her expectantly. Eva encouraged her
with a nod, her hand sweeping back and forth towards her in instruction. 


Zoe stepped into the corridor, a
second and longer pneumatic hush blowing a burst of cool sterile air over the
length and width of her body. The second door opened with another, leading into
the large concrete and steel room where Eva was waiting.


“For what it’s worth you look
intact,” Eva joked with a smile. 


A laugh blew through Zoe’s cheeks,
pushing out the breath she had been holding. A tingling vibration sent
electrical charges along the nerves beneath her skin, shimmering like invisible
lights up and down her body.


“How long does the tingling last?”


Eva pursed her lips. “I don’t know.
I’m so used to it I barely feel it anymore. Do you need a moment?”


Zoe shook her head. “No. I think
I’ll be fine.”


“Okay. Our residence isn’t far.
Just try to look like you belong.”


The thought occurred to Zoe that
technically she did belong. Around her several more people were entering the
room from other glass corridors, what she assumed were the gates. Each one
joined in a group that bottlenecked through another long glass corridor. Zoe
attempted to casually look around at the others, noticing immediately they were
dressed in all manner clothing. Most looked as though they had come from Earth,
dressed comfortably in slacks or jeans, blouses or shirts with ties. A few were
dressed like Eva in form-fitting fabrics that Zoe could only describe as
leotards. 


As they collectively made their way
through the corridor, Zoe picked up bits of their conversations, trying to put
the pieces together into a cohesive narrative. Most didn’t know what was
happening. Some speculated after the Queen and King’s health while others
grumbled their disdain for having to come back earlier than planned. She heard
one woman’s voice say Eva’s name, followed by Evander’s. No one seemed to look
twice at Zoe.


A great hall opened up before them
as they stepped from the corridor. Lines of people dressed in the form fitting
clothes were queued up to board what Zoe presumed was a line of trains, each
one stretching out into even longer glass corridors. 


“This is the Transport Station,”
Eva whispered in Zoe’s ear. “Usually only those who work for the Crown, or
residents who are traveling by way of the gates, come through here. It looks
like everyone is being sent back to their private residences.” There was a
thread of worry in Eva’s voice. As they walked briskly through the enormous
building she noticed uniformed security - the military perhaps - guarding every
entrance and exit. A group of young women in long purple dresses with elaborate
hair designs walked among the crowd, their chins held up high and backs
razor-straight as they moved. 


Many seemed to recognize Eva as she
escorted Zoe through the room, most of them then turning to whisper to the
person standing next to them. Few looked directly at Zoe. 


Another corridor brought them into
a yet larger hall, two walls of glass on either side displaying panoramic views
of a lush tropical forest. Miles of dark green trees spread out around them,
vines languishing between the great branches. 


“This is our Government Center,”
Eva continued in a whisper. “Everyone who works for the Crown is based here,
except for the Crown Soldiers. They like to make it look peaceful here, hence
the trees,” Eva nodded to the glass windows.


“They aren’t real?” Zoe asked. 


 “Pretty convincing, isn’t it? All
of the glass is programmable, so you can create any view you like. Evan’s room
always looks like whatever universe he’s just come from.”


Zoe felt her face pick up at the
mention of Evan. She swallowed and tried to abate the butterflies forming in
her stomach. 


“I don’t know if he’s there right
now,” Eva remarked, as though answering Zoe’s unspoken thoughts. 


“Of course. I wasn’t...” Zoe’s head
shook. “He doesn’t even know I’m here, right?”


Eva gave a side-glance to her, a
bit of a smile on her lips. “Come on. We’re almost there.”


They walked to two large and
imposing doors, each one sleek with oversized ornate glass handles. A line of
Soldiers stood beside each door, the first two on either side eyeing both Eva
and Zoe. They opened the doors without question, revealing a third large room,
the smallest of the three but the most impressive. One glass wall looked out
into a dark abyss of space, stars and galaxies stretching out infinitely into
the distance. The celestial bodies themselves seemed to ebb with light, a
subtle twinkling that made Zoe feel slightly ill from the perceived height and
depth. “What is this room?” she asked, not daring to raise her voice higher
than a reverent whisper.


Eva’s pace slowed significantly,
her head leaning in close to Zoe’s hear. “This is the Throne Room. See those
doors up ahead?” Zoe’s gaze followed were Eva discreetly pointed, to two more
large doors guarded with fewer Soldiers. “That’s our residence.”


Zoe’s eyes moved to her right where
another set of doors, far more commanding and imposing than any of the
previous, stood ensconced in a great wall of steel.


“And there?”


Eva nodded to the soldiers standing
outside the doors to her residence, thanking them as they opened the doors.
“That’s the Straton Residence. Where the Queen and King live,” she whispered. 


 

Chapter
14: The Two Nero’s


 


Evan poked at his food in silence,
moving the contents of the plate around aimlessly. His mind was back on Earth,
in Santa Barbara, with Zoe Thanatos. He tried to imagine how it was possible
that she had gone to Earth without knowing it. Did someone send or bring her
there? And when? 


In his memories he could just barely
make out the original family, often playing with their children when he was
just a boy. He couldn’t see their faces, didn’t know if they were boys or
girls. 


Thea said she didn’t know whether
her children were dead or alive, so who was Zoe in the Thanatos original
family? If she was her daughter wouldn’t she have said something? 


“What’s that phrase you told me
they say in Gaia? ‘Your thoughts cost a penny’?”


Evan parted from his thoughts. The
corners of his mouth lifted in a joyless smile. “‘Penny for your thoughts’.”


The Queen nodded. She leaned
forward in her seat and rested her chin in her palm. Her eyes searched him
quizzically. “You’re not here with me, Evander. Where are you?”


His hand went automatically for his
hair, bringing back unruly tufts with his fingers. He had so many questions and
no idea where to direct them. He could talk to Thea first and ask her about
Zoe, tell her he found her on Earth, but what would that do? No matter what
information he gave to her, her life was a certainty. She stole from the Queen
and aided in kidnapping the King. Her life was over, and it was only a matter
of time before she was eliminated by order of the Queen.


The book! The book had the answers
he was looking for and so much more. He saw the chart himself; the Thanatos
name printed in the ancient texts. There must have been a record of Zoe
somewhere in there. If only he had thought to look before handing it over to
the Queen. 


His thoughts were interrupted again
by her hands on his shoulders. Her palms spread out wide, fingertips extending
out over the width of his shoulder, cupping the muscle in her hands with great
care. 


“Where do you go when your thoughts
take you away?” she whispered in his ear. His eyes closed at the sound, her
voice a soft purr that had whispered many things to him when they were alone. 


“I’m sorry, Your Highness. I’m just
preoccupied.”


“Things will be taken care of,
Evander. You have nothing to worry about.” She rubbed his shoulders gently,
relaxing the nerves and tendons beneath his skin. Her hands moved to his neck,
circling around them as she moved to his front. Without much effort she straddled
him in his seat, keeping her body close to his as her hands moved up and down
his neck from his hairline to the collar of his shirt. 


Evan’s arms move autonomously to
her waist, holding her protectively. In his arms she looked like the Kyra he
had come to know in private, the side of the Queen she kept hidden from the
rest of the world. 


“You’ll see,” she declared. She
brushed her hand across his head, pushing locks of hair off his forehead.
“Everything will go back to the way it was.”


He took in her dark eyes, the shape
reminding him of Zoe again. The similarities were unsettling. Surely, it was
his conscience speaking to him, forcing his heart and mind to stay on the same
page. He, too, wanted things to go back to normal, but for him that meant something
different.


He wanted to see Zoe again, not to
question her lineage or birthplace, but just to stand with her in her world. As
long as he and the Queen continued their affair he couldn’t be the kind of man
to Zoe that she deserved. He couldn’t go to Earth to see her and then come home
to be with Kyra. There wasn’t room in his heart for both. 


“Kyra,” he spoke. Her mouth on his
silenced him before he could speak further. She was sweet and a little gentle,
but he could feel that she wanted more. He had to fight wanting to kiss her
back in order to maintain his focus. His hands moved against her hips and
slowly pushed her from him. The kissing stopped abruptly as she teetered
backwards, caught herself on her feet and stood in front of him. She looked
confused, angry, and a little humiliated.


“What’s the matter?” she asked. 


He hadn’t meant to physically
pusher her off of him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to” he exclaimed. He
desperately searched for an excuse but all he could think of was what Zoe would
think if she knew what he was doing. “I just remembered some things I need to
take care of in Gaia. On Earth.” It was a lame excuse and not good enough to
quell her irritation.


The Queen’s chest rose and fell
rapidly as she stared at him, incredulity in every feature of her face. “You’re
thinking about Gaia?”


“No, I’m thinking about you. I just
remembered a matter I left unattended and it’s going to bother me if I don’t
make peace with it,” he explained bringing his hand back to his head.


“The gates have been deprogrammed
for Gaia,” she affirmed, her voice calming down to its usual tone. “Whatever
you’ve forgotten will just have to stay that way.”


He could barely manage to swallow.
He felt like she had just slapped him. “Deprogrammed? Why?”


The Queen looked down at him indignantly;
the private side of her she shared only with him was gone. “What does it matter
why? This is your home, Evan! Not Gaia!”


He was too stunned to think. Before
he was conscious of his movements he found himself walking briskly to the door,
ignoring the Queen’s protests as he walked out and ran as fast as he could to
his private residence.


 


 


“And this is where we live.” Eva
spread her arms out around the room. “This is the common room. Our rooms are
through those doors there,” she continued while pointing. “I’ll show you how to
work everything in your room.”


The common room was nearly the size
of Zoe’s house and just as nicely appointed. Like every other room she had seen
so far, the common room was built from glass, concrete and steel. The walls were
interchanging panels of glass and concrete, the glass projecting images of a
blood-orange sunset over a vast prairie of green grass. Rising concurrent with
the setting sun was an even bigger moon, casting its own pale blue light to the
land. Great animals were migrating in groups across the landscape, moving from
blue to orange, and a few stopped every few feet to graze for food or water. 


A sitting area was partitioned off
at the front of the room. To her left there was what looked to be a kitchenette
without appliances and a rectangular glass table that could comfortably seat
six people. 


Two more large areas were
partitioned off, each with seating interspersed between large glass panels.
Four doors on the adjacent walls led to the separate bedrooms Eva pointed out.
She felt a flush of blood rising in her face as she looked at the doors,
wondering which one belonged to Evan. 


“Here, I’ll show you how to work
everything.” Eva led her to the kitchenette and stood in front of the tallest
cabinet.


“What is this?”


“Nutrition Replicator,” Eva
answered. “Here, watch.” She placed her hand on the right side of the glass and
it came to life with the same white glow Zoe had seen in the Communicator. She
watched, waiting for something significant to happen. After a moment Eva
removed her hand and smiled at her. “See?”


Zoe didn’t. “I don’t get it.”


Eva pointed below to a compartment
the size of a microwave that Zoe hadn’t noticed. When she bent to look inside
she was surprised to see a plate of shredded chicken, tortillas, beans and
rice. She recognized it as the first, last, and only meal she shared with Eva
and Evan before they left for Terra.


“Are you telling me you can think
of any food and it will make it for you?”


“Any food in any world,” Eva
smiled. “Try it!” She switched places with Zoe and encouraged her to place her
hand where she had on the glass. “Just think of what you want.”


Zoe reached her hand up and placed
it gingerly on the glass. A strange sensation radiated on her skin as the glass
lit up again and she closed her eyes. “What is that?” Eva asked after a moment.
Zoe looked to the compartment and gasped in amazement. 


“It’s a chocolate truffle!” She
picked up the lump and made an appreciative sound. 


“It looks like excrement.” Eva’s
nose wrinkled in disgust.


“Yes, but it tastes divine,” Zoe
replied before popping the morsel into her mouth. It was an exact replica down
to its velvety texture and decadent flavor. There was no difference in taste
that would make her believe it were not the real thing.


“Okay then, moving on. Let’s get
you some new clothes and get your room situated. You must be tired.”


Zoe was tired, but the awe and
excitement of Terra was enough to keep her mind preoccupied. She followed Eva
to the two sets of doors furthest to her right and watched as she opened one
merely by placing her hand on it. The room was empty. Of the four walls two
were concrete, the other two glass. It looked as sterile as it smelled. She
looked at Eva skeptically.


“Don’t worry!” she cautioned with a
smile. She placed a hand on a glass panel close to the door and the lights
brightened. “It works just like the Nutrition Replicator. Just place your hand
here and think of what you want the room to look like. I’ll go get some clothes
for you.”


Eva left Zoe alone in the bright,
empty room. Had she heard her correctly? She could think of anything and it
would appear? She approached the panel and placed her hand in the same spot Eva
had, feeling the same strange sensation on her skin that she felt on the
Nutrition Replicator. 


She closed her eyes and thought of
home, picturing her own bedroom with her bed and her own belongings. Through
her closed eyelids she could see the light adjusting in the room. When she
opened her eyes her breath caught in her throat. Apart from the two concrete
walls everything was an exact replication of her bedroom, every detail perfect.
To her right were the familiar French doors leading out to the backyard, her
pool sparkling under the golden violent sunset she had seen so many times before.
On instinct she moved to the doors to open them, but found nothing but a glass
surface beneath her touch. The illusion was almost perfect. 


“It only looks three-dimensional.”
Zoe looked to the entryway and found Eva looking at her, an enormous pile of
clothing gathered in her arms. “Let’s get started.” 


 


 


The lights inside the common room
were on by the time Evan returned, and he figured his sister was back from
whatever errand the Queen had sent her on. He was in no mood to talk to anyone
though, and headed straight into his private room. 


The quiet Santa Barbara landscape
brightened in his presence and a breeze blew through the palm tree leaves with
gentle care. Without hesitation he collapsed on the bed, his arm reaching up to
cover his eyes. 


The gates were deprogrammed and
there was no way to get back to Earth. The thought was like a hard lump in his
gut, wrenching his insides to the point of near physical illness. Without any
explanation or warning the Queen had summarily ordered to have them
deprogrammed. Now any chance to see Zoe again was gone.


Even if she did have them
reprogrammed, there would no telling if or when he would be able to go back.
His trips to other worlds had clearly not gone unnoticed by the Queen and she
seemed intent on keeping him in Terra. 


Did she have the gates deprogrammed
because of him? Gaia was the only universe that had been disconnected; he could
go anywhere else without a problem. So why Gaia? Something must have happened
to warrant such drastic action. Was it something to do with the Elder woman and
the residents of the Last City? Thea mentioned nothing of Gaia or Earth, and
had only barely hinted at Zoe’s existence. Something else must have happened
that he was unaware of. 


 


 


Eva looked at Zoe and nodded in
appreciation. With her hair combed back into a sleek chignon and the Earth
clothes replaced with a more formfitting and monochromatic ensemble, Zoe
Thanatos looked as though she were a lifelong resident of Terra. 


“What do you think?”


Zoe looked down at her new apparel
and felt the silky strands of hair pulled back at the nape of her neck. “Do I
look like I belong?”


Eva laughed and nodded her head.
“Yes, you pass for a resident,” she emphasized the word. 


She hoped it was enough to not
illicit any unwarranted attention. She knew it was a risk bringing her there to
her private residence so close to where the Queen and King lived, but she
couldn’t risk putting her in a public residence where she couldn’t keep an eye
on her.


From the corner of her eye Eva
could see her Communicator glowing softly from its place on the bed. She walked
to retrieve it, but recoiled and nearly threw it down again when she saw who
the message was from. 


“What’s wrong?” Zoe asked from
across the room.


Eva looked back at her briefly
before holding the device closer, willing her eyes to sharply focus on the
message sender’s name. “I have to go out for a few minutes. Will you be okay
here on your own?” She cupped the Communicator in her hand and looked to Zoe
expectantly.


“Don’t worry. I’m not going to go
wandering off. Just wake me you get back so we can discuss whatever the plan
is.” Eva‘s bottom lip receded into her mouth between her teeth. “You do have a
plan, right?”


She shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe
I will by the time I get back.”


Without another word she left the
room and closed the door shut behind her. She made her way through the common
room, out into the empty Throne Room and across the great hall of the
Government Center until she came upon the designated office space specified in
the message. 


When she entered the room she
spotted the King sitting patiently in a chair. She moved to bow her head
formally but stopped when she saw his hands motioning at her. 


“Forget the formalities. We don’t
have much time to talk.”


 


 


Evan’s eyes opened at the sound of
a small knock on his door. He may have only drifted off for a moment but it had
felt much longer. His thoughts had driven him into sleep, words becoming images
as he slipped into sleep.   The visitor knocked again and he finally got up.
The light in the room adjusted fractionally, never brightening to more than an
ambient glow. 


He opened the door and saw her, her
dark almond-shaped eyes staring up at him. It took a moment for him to realize
it was only his mind playing a trick. Without a word he opened the door wider,
keeping his eyes down as she walked past him into the room, her hand grazing
against his chest as she passed. The door closed silently behind him as he
turned to look at her. His head bowed crookedly. “My Queen.”


 

Chapter
15: A Secret Meeting


 


The empty office was on the small
side but comfortable enough to accommodate both Eva and the King. Although why
he requested a private audience with her in the first place was lost on her. 


“Your Highness, I’m pleased to see
you have returned safely and unharmed.”


The King shook his head slightly, a
terse smile on his face. “Thank you.”


“I assume this means my brother is
back.”


“He’s with the Queen,” he
acknowledged. There was a thread of unspoken meaning in his tone that not even
he could hide.


“Oh,” Eva flustered, unsure of what
to say. Her brother’s affair with the Queen was no secret to her, but she never
made a habit of talking about it to anyone, least of all the King. 


“Do me and favor and let’s not
pretend we don’t know what they’re doing, okay? I didn’t ask to see you because
of that.”


Eva flushed and silently cursed her
brother. “Forgive me, Your Highness.”


“Owyn, Evadine. Our families go
back longer than the invisible crown on my head, so let’s leave the formalities
behind.”


She couldn’t remember a time where
she had ever had a private conversation with the King. There had never been a
reason to. “Eva,” she corrected. “Okay. Owyn, what is going on? Why did you
want to meet with me?”


The King stood from his seat and
crossed the room to stand in front of her. “What do you know of Thea Thanatos?”
His eyes were intense as they searched hers, as he waited for an answer.


Eva had to swallow back her
surprise so the King would not see that he had caught her off guard. “Not much.
I was with the Queen when the Crown Soldiers announced your kidnapping. They
reiterated Thea’s message about Her Highness not being the rightful Queen. I
know she claims to be a living descendent of the original family.”


The King eyed her suspiciously. She
could see that beyond glaring at her that he was figuring her out, trying to
understand her in some manner.  “You know much more than that, Eva,” he
pressed. “We both do. It wasn’t a coincidence that that particular book was
stolen, or that Thea is revealing herself now after all this time. All of that
was predicated upon finding the missing heir of the original family, which you
have.”


Eva’s face remained sharp but
impassive, defying the squall of thoughts and images that ran through her mind.
What more does he know? What is his part in all of this? She raised an eyebrow
at him suspiciously. “The missing heir?” she asked, trying to keep her voice
controlled and nonchalant. 


The King appeared to be losing his
patience, a sign that frightened Eva. She had never seen the King in any
situation where he wasn’t completely in control of himself.


“I know about Zoe.”


 


 


Evan stood in the middle of his
room with his arms crossed over his chest, looking expectantly down at Kyra.
“What do you want?”


“I want to know why you’re so
upset,” she answered. Gone was the royal pretense. She looked very much like a
woman looking for answers. 


Evan shrugged his shoulders but
kept his eyes on hers. “What does that matter? I don’t get to question your
decisions and I’m not owed an explanation for them.”


“Is this about the gates being
deprogrammed for Gaia?” she asked.


“Again, it doesn’t matter why I’m
upset.”


“It matters to me, Evander. You’re
acting as though it was something I did to punish you. What is so special about
Gaia that has put you off in this way?”


“It. Doesn’t. Matter,” he
reiterated. 


“Clearly it does!” she yelled, her
voice ringing brightly throughout the room. She turned and walked to the door,
her feet coming to a stop with her hand inches from the glass. She turned and
looked at him, a pained expression on her face. 


“Whatever I’ve done to make you
angry with me, I’m sorry.”


Evan could see from her expression
that her honesty was genuine, and he felt the tightness inside him subside,
softening his anger. Never before had she apologized to anyone; as the Queen
she didn’t have to.


“Yes,” he relented. She stopped at
the door, turning her head towards him. “I’m angry about the gates.”


The Queen turned her body around,
leaning her back against the door with her hands clasped together in front of
her. “Why? You said you had unfinished business in Gaia but didn’t elaborate.
What is so important in that other world that would make you so angry with me?”


“I like it there, “he said. “I like
the smell of the outdoors, the fact that I can spend more time outside than in,
and the people.”


The Queen shook her head. “I don’t
understand why you would prefer another world to your own.”


“No, it’s not about preferring one
to the other. They’re more alike than they are different and it is those
differences that I’m interested in. I like the people there.”


“People, or one person in
particular?” Her hands unclasped and folded in her arms at her chest. Evan
could see in her changing demeanor that the idea of there being someone else
greatly upset her.


“Please don’t do this,” he begged.
He moved to her with his arms outstretched but she avoided him, turning her
body away to create distance. Her eyes widened in her face, her mouth forming a
straight line into her cheeks. She looked at him for a hard, long moment, the
anger and confusion evident behind her dark eyes.


“I’m right, aren’t I? That’s why
you keep going back, why you never stay here long enough. You share my bed and
then leave to go be with someone else?”


“No! It’s not like that at all,” he
protested. His feelings caught him by surprise. His words seemed to genuinely
hurt her and just the thought of causing her grief resonated deep within him.
He hadn’t considered her much when he left for Earth, or while he was there.
He’d always rationalized that the Queen was merely using him, and that he was nothing
more than a distraction to escape from a marriage she cared so little for.
However, in her expression he could see that he was the one who had been using
her. Irrespective of her title she was still the only woman on Terra he had
ever cared for apart from his own sister. It went beyond his duty and
obligation to the monarchy; he genuinely felt for her. 


“Tell me what it’s like then.”
There was still the hurt in her eyes, the indignant demeanor in her posture. He
didn’t want to say anything else that would hurt her but knew that lying by
omission would only make matters worse. 


“There is someone.” He could see
Zoe in his mind, standing on the cliff of Potato Harbor with her hair blowing
behind her in the breeze. When he focused on the Queen he could see her
expression had fallen, the indignant poise deflating into disappointment. “It
was an accident that I even met her to begin with. She took me by surprise,” he
said with a faint smile. It vanished when his eyes met the Queen’s. “I barely
know her, Kyra.”


“You barely know her but you want
to go back to see her?”


He nodded slowly. “Yes, that’s part
of it.” He watched in growing sadness as the Queen’s eyes shut, tears escaping
from the corners of her eyelids and down her cheeks. He stepped toward her,
closing the gap between them with two long steps. His hands went gently to her
face where his thumbs absorbed the tears as they fell. 


She opened her eyes, her dark
irises glossy with fresh tears waiting to fall. She sniffed them back,
regaining her collected composure one moment at a time. 


“If Gaia means so much to you then
you should go.” Evan’s thumbs stopped but his hands remained on her face. He
focused his eyes on her, trying to see the meaning behind the words. “I, Kyra
Straton, Queen of Terra and of the original families, do hereby release you,
Evander Nero, from custody of the Crown. You are released for the remainder of
your lifetime and are restored to your family name, Nero, of the original
families.”


He could barely manage to speak in
spite of the shock that gripped him. She had never once formally acknowledged
her custodianship over him and his sister. 


“I’ll have a Transport Engineer
reprogram our private gate for Gaia and you can leave as soon as you want.” Her
words constricted him, his body stiffening at the sudden and unfamiliar feeling
of his freedom. Everything was happening so quickly he wasn’t sure if it was
even happening at all. 


“This isn’t what I wanted,” he
argued. He looked to her for any indication she might understand him but she
merely composed herself, straightening her back and shoulders into the regal
stance that physically defined her.


“I will never be anyone’s second
choice.” The strength was back in her voice, the words sounding like a command.
She walked past him with her head held high, opened the door, and without a
final glance back at him, exited. 


Still caught up in the speed with
which she had both freed him and dismissed him, he found he could do nothing
more than stare at the door, his mind struggling to process what circumstances
their actions would have. 


 


 


Eva found a nearby chair to sit in
and plopped down ungracefully. She felt overwhelmed by the King’s admission.
“How?” she asked breathlessly.


“You think in my position I’m not
privy to certain information?” he retorted. 


“I never even considered,” she
trailed off. It was still too much of a shock to learn that the King knew
anything at all. She just assumed he merely looked the other direction or lived
in denial about most things. What if he really did know about the Queen and her
brother all along? 


“I’ve known Thea Thanatos my entire
life. Not many people remember her as our Queen.”


“That’s because we were forced to
forget about her and the original family,” Eva answered indignantly, not one
bit ashamed to speak so boldly towards him.


“I never forgot. I’ve helped keep
Thea hidden since her presumed death.”


Eva was stunned. “How have you
managed to do this behind the Queen’s back?”


Owyn looked at her as though the
answer was obvious. “She has a habit of keeping herself busy with matters that
don’t concern me; your brother among them.”


Eva felt her cheeks blush but
refused to acknowledge the statement even further. So he did know. How long had
he known and why didn’t he ever say anything? She could worry about that later.
“How do you know about Zoe?” She’d only just discovered Zoe herself. She’d just
assumed no one knew. 


“I’ve always known about her,” he
answered. “When Thea realized what the Stratons were doing she could think of
only one way to save her children.”


“By sending them to another world,”
Eva finished, her head shaking in disbelief. She couldn’t help but picture Zoe
as a small child, ignorant to the chaos that descended upon her family as she
was put in a gate and send to a universe at random, seemingly lost for good.


“Zoe was the only one to make it
out of Terra before the Stratons found Thea. They very nearly did kill her, and
killed almost everyone else in her family before taking the Crown for
themselves.”


“What about the other children?”
she asked.


“They were never found. As far as
anyone knows Zara and Zarek are dead. Anyone who doesn’t know any better thinks
Zoe is dead, too.”


Eva stood and paced around the
room, trying to piece together the new information with what she already knew.
Until recently Thea Thanatos was presumed dead. It was only after Evan
unwittingly found her in Gaia that the events in Terra unfolded. She stopped
her pacing and turned to look at the King. 


“So all of this, the stolen book
and your fake capture, was predicated on Evan finding Zoe?”


Owyn nodded. “Zoe is the key to
everything. I knew either you or your brother would bring her here one way or
another. Truthfully, I thought it would be Evan. You managed to do it right
under the Queen’s nose.”


“How did you know it would be
either one of us? You make it sound as though it were a certainty.”


The King smiled. “It is a
certainty. Thea saw to it that Evan would always be linked to her daughters and
you would always be linked to Evan.”


Eva expelled a breath of air
impatiently. “Linked how? How would she be able to do that?”


The King narrowed his eyes at her.
“Evan is the only one who could have found Zoe and likewise you will always be
able to find Evan. The rest isn’t important right now.” There was definitely
more, she thought.


“So no matter which universe she
was sent to, Evan would have always been the one to find her?”


“Yes, and he always will. Your
mother and father were closer to the Queen than anyone and she wanted your
generation to be linked.”


Despite the difficulty in imagining
how Thea was able to accomplish something so seemingly supernatural, it made a
degree of sense to Eva. She had always felt a closeness to Evan that went
beyond their sibling bond, but to know that the Thanatos children were also a
part of that bond instigated a feeling of propriety towards Zoe. She initially
thought that bringing Zoe to Terra was doing her brother a favor, but in light
of the new information she understood it as being deeper. She felt a growing
sense that she should protect Zoe as though she were her own flesh and blood. 


Eva paced the room again until she
came back to the chair she had been sitting in. Her hands went autonomously to
the chair’s back, and she held herself steady as the weight of the King’s
admissions settled in her consciousness. 


“There’s just one thing I don’t
understand,” she began. “Why you? Of all the people to rebel against the
Straton monarchy you are the very last person I would suspect. You’re the King
and married into the most powerful family in Terra.”


He shook his head. “Not married
into. I am a Straton.”


Eva craned her head towards him. “I
don’t understand.”


“You don’t know much about your own
royal history, do you?” he asked in mock incredulity. 


“I stopped caring about it the day
the first Straton Queen took Evan and me captive after our parents died,” she
retorted. No, she didn’t give a shit about anyone’s own royal history until it
involved her directly.


“My aunt was the first Straton
Queen. My mother and father were loyal to the Thanatos family, the Queen
especially, just like your family. They had no part in my aunt’s betrayal and
died trying to protect Thea and her family. My aunt and uncle took me in as a
captive the same as you, only because I was blood I was given opportunities you
and Evan weren’t.” 


“Opportunities like marrying your
own cousin?” she spit. The thought of it made her ill. To her knowledge
interfamily marriage was something that never occurred in Terra. 


“She’s not my cousin,” he said in a
hushed tone. Eva’s face fell as her thoughts receded from her mind. The King’s
face was that of relief. He looked like a man who had finally let go of words
he had been holding on to for far too long.


“I beg your pardon?” Clearly she
had misunderstood him.


“I can’t explain now. You’ll know
what I mean soon enough.”


Eva felt a stab of disappointment
in her gut. He had been so forthcoming only to stop after revealing the most
cryptic piece of information yet. 


“In the meantime, I need to prepare
you for what comes next.”


“What do you mean ‘what comes
next’?” She could process everything she had already learned. She wasn’t sure
she could handle anything else.


“As soon as you leave this room you
need to take Zoe and head straight to Last City. You’ll find a gate in the City
Center.”      


“Wait a minute,” Eva interrupted.
“They deactivated that gate. And besides, it was programmed for Gaia; you’re
suggesting we go back to Earth?”


Owyn shook his head impatiently.
“There should be a map among the scrolls Zoe found in her home on Earth. That
map contains instructions on how to reactivate the gate for one specific
location: Thea calls it the Forgotten Gardens.”


 “Where do I know that from?” she
wondered out loud, ignoring the question she wanted to ask about how he knew
about the glass box Zoe found.


“Like I said, you’ll want to brush
up on your royal history. The Forgotten Gardens is where Zoe needs to be to
understand who she is, to remember her family’s history.”


“Why though? Wouldn’t it be easier
for Thea to just explain it all to her?”


“The Queen will undoubtedly
interrogate Thea and it won’t be long until she also knows about Zoe. I don’t
think I have to explain what kind of threat they pose to each other. Until Zoe
remembers who she is you need to keep her as far away from the Queen as
possible.”


Eva drew in a long breath of air
and expelled it quickly. “All right. What happens after Zoe is enlightened
about her family’s history?”


The King hesitated, his mouth
forming a hard line across his face as he considered his words. “She’ll know
what to do.”


Eva’s jaw nearly unhinged from her
head. “How? By divine intervention?”


He breathed deeply. “Something like
that.” He was serious.


Eva circled around the room with
her hands on her head, willing her mind to absorb every word the King had
spoken, committing it all to memory. 


“This is a girl who has spent
countless years growing up in Gaia, who literally only just found out she’s
from another universe, and you’re expecting her to magically download
generations-worth of history in a mythical garden, with the hopes of doing what,
exactly?”


“Claiming her birthright.”


“You mean starting a war against
the Queen, just like the Stratons before her?”


Owyn gave a sober nod. “Yes.”


“And what about Thea? The Queen is
going to sentence her to life imprisonment. Or worse.”


“We all have a part to play in
this,” he asserted. “Thea knows what hers is, as do I.”


“And my brother? What is his role?”


The King’s eyes cast downward, a
grave expression on his face. “The Queen trusts him.”


Eva shifted on her feet
impatiently. “What does that mean?”


“It means that his part is to help
you from beside her.”


“He has feelings for Zoe. Once he
knows she’s here…”


“He can’t know,” Owyn interrupted.
“At least not until Zoe is safe in the Forgotten Gardens. The Queen needs to
believe he has nothing to do with Zoe whatsoever.”


Eva shook her hands nervously at
her side, her feet pacing again around the room. She couldn’t willingly deceive
her brother, could she? It was true that the Queen trusted him more than anyone
else, but could he use that to keep both Zoe and her safe from the Queen? Was
she really prepared to help ignite a civil war against Kyra Straton?


 

Chapter
16: A Brief Reunion


 


Zoe opened the door and peered out
into the common room, her eyes sweeping the expanse for any sign of life. Eva
had been gone a while and the room was otherwise quiet. She attempted to sleep
but found the artificial air to be distracting. The room may have been a
programmed recreation of a space she was very comfortable and familiar with,
but she couldn’t allow herself to be relaxed in its artificiality. 


She cautiously entered the room
taking great care to keep the sound of her footsteps at a minimum. She felt
silly for being nervous, like a child afraid of being caught doing something
bad, but she was in a foreign place without a friendly face in sight. She made
her way to the kitchenette and stood in front of the Nutrition Replicator. A
strange giggle escaped her mouth. Everything about Terra was like a surreal
dream, or an episode of Star Trek. 


Her stomach growled. When was the
last time she ate? She eyed the Replicator again, recalling the delicious
truffle it had produced earlier. She wondered what else it could replicate. 


With an ounce of hesitation she
placed her hand on the designated corner of the glass and ceremoniously closed
her eyes. A burrito with chicken. No, carnitas. Cilantro-lime rice, beans,
extra cheese. Sour cream and guacamole. When her eyes opened again they
fell immediately on a plate with the most generously sized burrito she had ever
seen with wisps of steam curling up into the room. She picked up the plate with
two hands and carefully carried it to a nearby table, placed it down and took a
seat. 


She inhaled deeply. It certainly
smelled real. She picked it up and bit generously from one end, closing her
eyes as her mouth absorbed the taste. Artificial or not, it tasted like the
real deal and reminded her so much of home.


Home. The word made little
sense to her anymore. How was she meant to reconcile with having lived her life
in one world, only to be told that she was from another? It was easier to
accept the knowledge that another universe existed, but to also come from it? 
And then there was the other thing. Eva told her that the Thanatos
family was the first ruling monarchy of Terra. She saw for herself her name on
the genealogical chart next to others; a mother, aunts, and a sister. If they
were part of the ruling monarchy, then didn’t that mean she was part of it as
well? What did that make her, then? Some sort of princess?


A laugh erupted from her gut and
her hand whipped to her mouth to keep the food from spitting out. She swallowed
and tilted her head back, the laughter roaring out of her loudly and shaking
her abdomen. Zoe Thanatos, princess of an alternate universe named Terra.
She laughed, full-bellied and louder than necessary with tears streaming from
her face for what seemed like five whole minutes, her food discarded on the
table. 


The muscles in her abdomen were
aching by the time the laughter began to subside. Even her mouth was sore. As
she calmed she felt the peculiar sensation that she was being watched. She
glanced to the left and found a pair of green eyes ardently observing her from
the doorway to his personal residence. The laughter subsided and left a trace
smile that grew half an inch at the sight of him. She had to part her mouth to
take in a breath of air, hoping it would abate the increasing rate of her heart
in her chest. 


I should have kissed you.
The memory of their last moments together came to mind as she looked at Evan,
who was even more handsome than she remembered. In the short amount of time she
knew him she had more than once shared her physical space with him; in her
living room, at the restaurant overlooking the Channel Islands, and again in
her backyard. She never wanted to be kissed so much in her life. 


“Evan,” she breathed. Her heart was
still beating fast, pumping enough blood through her body to heat her from
beneath the skin. She stood, the back of her knees pushing the chair away
hastily, and walked towards him, her heartbeat pounding in her ears as he
approached her, each of them closing the gap. Her arms circled around him as
she buried her face in the crook of his neck. His arms circled around her
torso, holding her body close to his. She had to stand on her toes to reach his
height. He smelled so clean and warm, like soap and fresh laundry. Her body
relaxed. Being in his arms felt like the only non-artificial thing in Terra. 


Her breath expelled in slow drafts
against him and when she opened her eyes she saw his skin was prickled with
goose bumps. Her lips were close enough to touch his skin, but she resisted the
urge to do so. She stepped back from his embrace and let her arms fall to her
sides as her feet brought her back to her own height.


“Your laughter is the most
beautiful sound,” he whispered softly.  


The air between them felt
electrified, a charge that not even a simulated atmosphere could deny. The way
he looked at her, like he thought he’d never see her again... No one had ever
looked at her like that before, so filled with relief and longing. His hands
were on her shoulders, still holding her close to him in their shared space.


“I can’t believe you’re here.”


“I was hoping I’d see you,” she
whispered back.


Evan bowed his head, resting his
forehead tenderly against hers. He, too, was attempting to normalize his
breathing, his chest rising and falling in front of her. 


“Zoe you shouldn’t be here.”


She moved her head back, his rising
again to look down at her. His expression was pained, caught between two
conflicting emotions. 


“According to your sister,
I’m supposed to be here.”


Evan’s eyebrows creased above his
eyes. “You know?”        


“I told her.” Zoe and Evan turned
their heads and found Eva standing at the entryway, the door closing shut
behind her. “And she’s not the only one who knows.”


“Who else?” Evan asked, alarm in
his voice. 


Eva walked to one of the
partitioned sitting areas in the room and took a seat on a slick black chair.
When Zoe felt Evan’s arms drop from her shoulders she followed Eva, taking an
adjacent seat. Evan sat opposite her. 


“I just had a very interesting
conversation with the King.” Eva looked to Evan, her facial expression a
warning to him not to blow up. “He knows even more than we do.” 


“How does he know anything about
Zoe?” Evan asked. 


“Because,” she started. Her head
turned to look at Zoe, a pained expression on her face. “Zoe, Thea is
your mother. He told me everything about her, and you.” Her attention turned
back to Evan, who looked as thoroughly shaken as ever. She recounted her
conversation with the King, volleying her attention between Zoe and Evan. 


It was as though they were talking
about someone else’s life, another Zoe who had been sent to Earth as a child to
avoid being captured and killed. This other Zoe had had a brother and a sister,
a mother, aunts and countless other family members. Not to mention she was
royalty, heir to a queendom in a universe she only just found out existed. The
idea no longer seemed funny. 


They had grown up together, Zoe,
Evan and Eva. Their parents had been close friends whose the children played
together, and lived their lives together. If no one ever besieged the Crown she
quite possibly would have inherited it. It was the kind of story she had only
seen in movies: A week ago she was an ordinary girl from Santa Barbara, and then
she was the sole living heir to a monarchy in a distant universe. 


‘You shouldn’t be here,’
Evan had said. Zoe looked up and found his eyes on her. Eva was still talking, her
attention going between them as she relayed the King and Thea’s plans. She
could only imagine what Evan was thinking. He may have said she shouldn’t be
there, but it was obvious from the way he looked at her that he wanted her
there.


She zoned out completely, silence
in her ears and her mind lost away in her thoughts. Eva mentioned something
about the Queen, and whatever it was set Evan off. She watched as the two
siblings argued, each looking more intense than the other. Whatever their
argument was about they both seemed intent on having the final word. For all
she knew they were disagreeing on what to do with her, or what actions to take
next. Where did she fit in besides as the topic of conversation? What about
what she thought? 


Zoe looked to the entryway and
retraced her steps since walking through it. The common room led towards the
Throne Room. The Throne Room was connected to the Government Center through a
long glass tunnel. The Transport Station was yet another tunnel away, the
smaller corridors leading to the glass box of the gate she had traveled
through. There were many doors between where she sat and the gates, but none of
them could take her home even if she wanted them to.


Her mind wandered back to the
Throne Room. There was another entryway that went to the residences of the
Queen and King. Was that where she grew up? Did she play in the Throne Room as
a small child with Evan and Eva at her side, their tiny voices echoing
jubilantly off the massive walls? Any memories were lost in time, her
connection to Terra severed long ago. Her memories, what little there were of
them, were of Earth. 


There were so many unanswered questions.
Evan explained that a generation of life on Terra could be as much as hundreds
of years on Earth. Did that mean that she came to Earth in a different decade?
Another century? Would she really not remember living on Earth for hundreds of
years? It seemed improbable. 


“I’m taking her back home. This
isn’t her life here.” Zoe looked up at Evan and frowned at the commanding tone
in his voice. He looked angry, at odds with himself even. Would he want her to
stay if the circumstances were different? No, if they were different she
wouldn’t be there to begin with.


“Even if you wanted to take her
home, you can’t. The gates have all been deprogrammed for Gaia. Don’t you think
I explained that to Zoe before she decided to come here?” Eva retorted.


“There’s a way. The Straton’s
private gate is the only option. I can take her home and this whole thing will
be over and done with.”


“Have you lost your damn mind? What
do you think the Queen would do if she saw you sneaking about with Zoe?
Besides, there’s no way she’d let you go.”


“She’s already given me permission
to leave, Eva.” His voice quieted some but it was still commanding, defiant
even.


Eva’s eyes narrowed suspiciously at
her brother. “How?” 


Evan expelled his breath, showing
just how exasperated he was. “She released me.” He paused for a moment as his
words settled in. Zoe saw that Eva looked hurt, as though Evan had purposely betrayed
her. His gaze turned to Zoe finally, an imploring expression strained on his
face. “I can take you home. You didn’t ask for any of this and it’s much safer
for you in Gaia.”


“Technically this is her home,
Evan. She’s of the original family. Gaia was just a temporary solution.” Eva
looked to her brother and then to Zoe. She was a woman sure of her words and
her purpose, not once wavering in her protests to Evan.


“Gaia is all she’s ever known,” he
argued back. 


“Her blood is Terra blood. She
would be our Queen if the Stratons had never displaced her family from the
Crown. She has more of a right to that title than Kyra, who for all we know
isn’t even a Straton.”


“We don’t know that she isn’t and
to even suggest it puts all our lives at risk,” he countered, his face growing
in anger and frustration.


“Have you forgotten what they did
to us, Evander?” she yelled. “They killed our mother and father, the King’s
mother and father, nearly Zoe’s entire family, and who knows how many others?
Since the day Thea sent Zoe away she’s been planning for her return. We all
have a role in this, Zoe especially.”


Evan cursed under his breath. He
ignored Eva’s stare and walked straight towards Zoe, crouching down in front of
her in the chair. “You don’t have to do this. I can take you home today and it
will be as if it never happened. If that’s what you want.” 


She could tell by the intensity of
his voice that he wanted her to agree with him, to take her away from Terra, to
live as though the trip had been nothing but misstep. Eva, on the other hand,
was crestfallen, sure she would be defeated by Evan. 


“What will happen to me if I go
with you?” she asked, looking up at Eva.


From the corner of her eye she saw
Evan frowning, his face growing dark at the slightest suggestion she might
stay.


“I don’t know for sure. The King
seemed to think that you would remember who you are and that you would know
what to do once you did.”


Zoe looked back to Evan. It was
apparent that he wanted nothing other than her safety, for her to live her own
life in the only home she’d come to know. 


“What about you? What happens with
us if I go back?” He took a hold of her hand, his thumb gently grazing over her
fingers as it had done once before. Her heartbeat increased at his touch.


“What do you want to happen?” He
was so close and his stare so intense she could barely stand to look back at
him. Her breath caught in her throat. Was it an invitation for her to ask him
anything?


“Would you stay?” Her eyes widened
infinitesimally in anticipation of his response. She could barely believe she’d
had the courage to ask at all. She saw what she thought was a hopeful gleam in
his eye, a yet unspoken promise.


“Yes,” he answered after a long
pause.   


Briefly she wondered what it would
be like to have him around all the time. Would she show him around the home she
grew up in, or he the world around them one destination at a time? Would they
come to know each other better, become best friends and fall in love? Would she
come to know him intimately, sharing her heart and body with him completely?
Could he give up the only home he had ever known just to keep her safe?


Her hand moved from his and she
stood, Evan rising with her. They were both were staring at her, awaiting her
response. She cast her eyes downward, trying to gather any strength she could
find in the momentary absence of their imposing glares.


“I can’t. I’m sorry.” She took a
deep breath and after a moment looked up briefly to Eva, then to Evan. “A week
ago I was content to die, ready and willing to take and end my own life. Maybe
it wasn’t coincidence that you caught me, Evan. There’s an entire side to my
life story that I’m only just hearing and if I go back, even if it’s with you
by my side, I’d still be going back to the same life I’d tried to end.” She watched
as his face hardened, the hope in his eyes vanishing into defeat. She turned
her attention to Eva, who herself looked dumbstruck by what she’d heard. “It’s
not just my life that was affected by the Stratons, but yours as well. I’ll go
wherever you want me to go. Who knows? Maybe there is a life for me to
remember.”


Eva swallowed and nodded, a tight
smile stretching her lips slightly. “We’ll need to leave soon.”


“Okay,” Zoe nodded back. She
returned her attention to Evan. He was staring at her through his stony eyes,
his chest rising and falling underneath his crossed arms. She wished she knew
what to say to make him understand. She didn’t know what the right answer was,
only what felt right. There was no denying that going back to Earth would be the
safer option, even practical, but it wasn’t what felt right.


“I need to speak with you in
private,” he demanded. He looked to Eva, indignantly demanding her approval. 


“I’ll gather what we need,” she
excused herself before leaving the seating area. 


“Come with me,” he instructed to
Zoe, his hand finding a grip on her shoulder as he lead her to his private
residence. Despite his anger he was gentle with her, and she followed him
willingly, not daring to protest.


With a single motion of his hand
the door opened and she stepped into the room, Evan close behind. Her eyes went
immediately to the walls, the sprawling landscape of Santa Barbara surrounding
her as though she were physically there. There in his synthetic home he had
replicated her authentic home. It was romantic, nostalgic, and a bit ironic.


She walked to the foot of the bed
and wrapped her hand around the rich wood of one of the four posters. She
vaguely recognized her surroundings, recalling the hotel room at the Canary she
had stepped into for all of five minutes. 


“You don’t know what you’re doing,”
he spoke from behind her. 


“You’re right, I don’t.” She turned
around and faced him, her body leaning against the frame of the bed for
support. “What does that say about me?”


“That you’re in over your head,” he
replied, his tone less angry.


She shrugged. “Perhaps. When you
met me I was jumping to my death. Maybe I gave up on that life because I’d
forgotten about this one.” She took a deep breath of air. “I have too many
unanswered questions to go back now.”


“You’ll be safer there.”           


“Safer than what?” she asked. Her
eyebrows burned into her face as she looked at him. She was exasperated. She
knew he was right about being in over her head, but she’d felt like that before
coming to Terra. 


He moved towards her, his concern
becoming evident with each step. “The difference is I can’t catch you here,
Zoe. You don’t know the Queen like I do. Even if you go with Eva and remember
who you are, who’s to say it will help you take back the Crown? She’s not just
going to give it to you.”


“Evan, I don’t know. For all anyone
knows I could remember and decide it’s not worth it and want to go back to
Earth. Anything could happen. But from everything I’ve heard there are people
here counting on me to do this. It’s not just about me, it’s about them too.
You heard what Eva said. Thea - my mother - has been waiting for this my entire
life. It goes beyond just me.”


“What if something happens to you?”
he implored.


“Isn’t that the point?” she
retorted. “For all we know you caught me so that I could come here. What was I
doing at home anyway? Finding stupid projects to distract me from unhappiness?
I would have likely gone back into the same self-destructive mindset
regardless. We just can’t know. How can you expect me to learn of this entire
life I never knew existed and not want to explore it?” She wasn’t sure
she believed it herself, but she needed to make him believe it.


His shoulders slumped in defeat.
“Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” he asked in a last ditch effort
to plead his case.


She looked at him for a moment,
taking in the handsome features of his face. The sharp, square jaw, a strong
and prominent nose, eyes the color of green glass beneath tufts of richly
colored hair. She wanted to commit his face to memory properly, remembering
exactly how he looked in case she never saw him again. 


“No. However, there is something
I’ve wanted you to do.” 


She extended her arm and reached
her hand out to his. He laced his fingers around hers and gently pulled her
into him. She was close enough to smell his fresh scent again, her chest
touching against his. She freed her hands and moved them to his neck, feeling
the goose bumps prickle his skin beneath her touch as she balanced on her toes.
Her eyes closed as her mouth touched his in a gentle kiss, his lips soft and
full, pillowing against her own. She breathed him in deeply, allowing his scent
to fill her senses. Her eyes opened as her feet lowered he back down again away
from his mouth. His eyes were heavy, lidded beneath the thick stripe of his
eyelashes. She felt her cheeks flush beneath his gaze. 


“You’re smiling,” he said, his own
smile curving his mouth generously as he looked at her. He was right. It was
impossible not to feel the way the smile filled her cheeks and opened her eyes.
“And you’re beautiful,” Evan whispered. 


The smiled softened, but remained.
She felt both humbled and touched by his words, not remembering a time when
anyone had paid her such a sincere and wonderful compliment.


Her head titled back as he leaned
in, his mouth on hers again. The kiss was gentle, his lips parting around hers.
His hands moved to her waist as he kissed her, his arms keeping her close to
him. The kiss deepened, his lips capturing her bottom lip and pulling softly.
When he met her mouth again she parted her lips further, inviting him in. She
moaned at the taste of him in her mouth, the inviting warmth of his tongue
caressing her own. Her chest became tender as it pressed against his, skin
desiring to touch flesh. She could feel her pulse between her legs, the pumping
of her heart reverberating against the most delicate of her senses. 


His hands found their way beneath
her top, his touch electrifying her nerve endings as his hands moved up and
along the sides of her ribs. She felt his desire grow as his hands moved around
her, his thumbs brushing unhurriedly beneath the delicate cup of her breasts. 


Her hands moved to shoulders,
feeling the breadth of hard muscle beneath the fabric of his shirt. She moved
up and over until her fingers felt the muscles of his shoulder blades moving as
he touched her. 


He slowed the cadence of their
kiss, bringing her back to the pleasant sensation of his lips between hers.
After a moment his lips separated from hers, and she found her eyes felt soft,
unwilling to open as though coming out from a deep sleep. She leaned in and
kissed him again, her lips moving into a smile against his mouth. She could
still feel the stiffness of his body against hers, her bottom lip receding in
between her teeth as she smiled happily up at him.


“You’re smiling again,” he said,
his own mouth curving into a brilliant, teeth-bearing smile. 


“You made me happy,” she whispered
back, fully enjoying the sensation. She’d forgotten what the warmth of
happiness felt like, how it made everything come to a standstill. 


“I must be a very lucky man.” His
hands moved from beneath her blouse, his fingers trailing back down along the
length of her torso before tugging the fabric down around her. He cupped her
face in his hands and brought her to him again for another kiss. A small moan
escaped her as he did, gently vibrating the air between their lips. 


A knock brought Zoe’s attention
back to reality just outside her happiness. Although no one entered she knew
that Eva on the other side, respectfully announcing that their time was up. 


A thought occurred to her as she
stood still in his arms, her eyes still on the door. She turned and looked up
at him, his bright green eyes locked with her own dark brown.


“Don’t let me forget who I was when
you met me, especially if come back a different person.”


“Okay,” he promised, though to her
it sounded more like a question. 


“Promise me,” she insisted.


“I will if you promise to come
back.”


“That’s the plan. At least, I hope
it is. I hope your sister knows what she’s doing.”


Evan expelled a breath and leaned
his forehead against hers, his fingers tangling with hers as he held her hand.
“So do I.”


They kissed again before parting, and
then together they walked for the entryway, Evan’s hand on the small of her
back as they made their way to the common room. 


Eva was crouched over the bag Zoe
brought with her from home, placing items inside until it was full to capacity.
She looked up at each of them as she stood and hoisted the bag’s strap up over
her shoulder. “Ready?” she asked.


Zoe looked up at Evan, then at Eva.
“As I’ll ever be.” 


She stepped to the side as Eva
approached her brother, her arms wrapping around him protectively, his circling
around her waist. She kissed him on the cheek before taking a step backward,
standing by Zoe’s side. 


“Remember, you’ll be able to find
her and I’ll always find you. Keep me updated about what’s going on here,
okay?” 


Evan nodded at his sister, a small
smile on his face meant just for her. 


“Take care of each other.” He
looked to each of them, his eyes settling on Zoe last. “Be careful.”


 

Part
Three

 

Chapter 17: A Forgotten Place


 


Zoe stood beside Evadine in the
glass corridor as she peered in to the great hall of the Transport Station.
When they crossed through the room together when Zoe first arrived, it was
filled with people as they made their way home, their voices like an electric
buzz cackling through the air. The room had emptied considerably since then,
and the only sound was that of the soft padding of feet shuffling around. Crown
Soldiers? 


Eva turned towards her and set the
bag she’d been carrying down on the ground. In one quick motion she gathered
the thick strands of chestnut hair that had fallen over her shoulders and
pulled them back, looping her hair into a simple chignon.


“I don’t recognize any of the
Soldiers but we can’t take the chance that they recognize me. When we go in
just keep your eyes straight ahead and try to look inconspicuous. We should be
able to board the transport without any problems.”


Zoe nodded and adjusted her own
hair. She wasn’t used to it feeling so slick and straight at the nape of her
neck and pulled tightly enough to give her a slight headache. She checked her
own ensemble again, content that she looked as similar to Eva as she could. 


“Follow me. Remember to just act
natural.”


Eva led the way as they entered the
hall, the awaiting transport sitting empty in the berth of the station directly
ahead of them. From Zoe’s peripheral vision she could see the Crown Soldiers watching
them, following their movements. Not a single one seemed to recognize Eva, who
looked decidedly different with her long hair pulled back discreetly. 


Together they passed through the
pneumatic doors of the transport under the watchful eyes of the Crown Soldiers.
The interior reminded her of a futuristic rendering of a train from Earth with
slick aerodynamic lines and fancy seats arranged into compartmentalized
sections. Like the world around them everything was steel, glass, and
monochromatic. In fact, the only color she ever really saw was in the
picturesque projections of the glass walls. They took adjacent seats in the
middle of the car, the bag Eva carried placed protectively between them.  It
only took a few moments for the transport to come alive, humming with a slight
vibration as it began its departure.


The glass wall panels came to life
as they moved. Stretched out beyond them lay a wasteland of barren vegetation,
wilted trees, and dried up river beds. The atmospheric light was dull and grey and
Zoe couldn’t tell whether it was day, night, or somewhere in between. There
were no animals scampering across the land, no birds flying in the sky, not
even a sun. 


“This is depressing. Who chose this
view?” she asked. 


Eva looked up from the bag she had
been rifling through and shook her head. “No one. That’s Terra.”


“What?” Zoe took a second
look at her surroundings. She turned saw the real Royal City stretched out like
a behemoth, all concrete and steel against the same grey sky. She stood with
the city on her left instead of behind her and the wasteland to her right. 


“This is what it really looks
like?” She looked from left to right, trying to understand how the dystopian
landscape to her right could be the same land beneath the never-ending expanse
of concrete and glass that made up the city. 


“It’s been like this for most of my
life.” Eva closed the bag and leaned back in her seat, her right leg crossing
over the left as she sunk into the overstuffed cushions. 


“It explains so much about Evan.”
Zoe snapped out of her thoughts and sat down again, turning her attention
towards her companion. “I remember him telling me he was taking a tour of the
California coast, having already made his way to Ventura and Santa Barbara from
San Diego. No wonder he was so enthralled by the ocean.”


 “I think I remember a lake we once
swam in as kids.” Her eyes froze on the middle-distance as a forgotten memory
came back to the forefront of her mind. “There must have been a few of us
there. The water was cold but we welcomed it. We swam until we were tired,
splashing each other and having contests to see who could hold their breath
underwater the longest. One of us, I can’t remember who, stepped on the jagged
edge of a rock that was hidden in the ground beneath the water. I’d never seen
blood like that before.”


It was a familiar story. “That
happened to me, too. I ended up with a scar in the shape of a half-circle on my
instep.”


Eva’s eyes focused on her, a
curious expression on her face. “About the size of my fist?” She held her hand
up to demonstrate the size.


Zoe’s memory was fuzzy at best, but
she definitely remembered the pain and the ugly scar. “Yes, about that size.”
She brought her right leg up, knee to chest, and set her heel on the edge of
the seat. She unlaced the heavy military-style boot Eva had lent her and pulled
it off. It fell to the ground with a loud thump. She angled her foot until they
could both see the half-moon shaped scar carved into her skin.


Eva looked astonished. “It must
have been you.”


“No, I remember. This happened at
the lake in-” her mind went blank. She’d had the memory in her head not a
moment before, and now it was gone, the walls of the memory fading away into
one she didn’t recognize. She was certain she’d been alone in the memory, but now
there were others, one child clearer than the others. It was a girl with dark
chestnut hair and bright blue eyes, and a cute face with an exuberant pink
smile. She looked like Eva.


“Are you okay?” Eva asked. 


“I’m fine. It just makes me
wonder.”


“Wonder what?”


“What else about my memory is
wrong?” She had little recollection of her time on Earth and yet she had been
there for possibly hundreds of years. At least one childhood memory from Terra
had somehow rewired itself for Earth. Were there others?


Eva’s hand went to Zoe’s and
squeezed it gently. “If everything goes according to plan you’ll be remembering
an entire life. I wouldn’t expect it to be easy.”


Zoe nodded. “I know. I just wonder
if I’m ready for my entire identity to change literally overnight.” She looked
up at the depressing scenery of Terra as the transport catapulted them along
the length of the city. 


“We should be arriving soon.”


“Are you sure they won’t track us
there?”


“The transport makes a route from
the main Transport Station all the way to Last City and then back again. Unless
they’re specifically looking for us we’ll be fine.”


“Have you ever been there before?
The Forgotten Gardens?”


 “No. I don’t know anyone who has.
Until the King mentioned it I assumed it was just some mythical place that my
parents used to tell me stories about when I was little.”


“Then how do you know it’s real?”
She’d just assumed they all knew about the Forgotten Gardens. It didn’t even cross
her mind that the place might not physically exist outside the realms of
mythology. 


“Well, supposedly it is our very
own Garden of Eden, a city rich in green life and water, not at all dissimilar
to your Earth. Take a look around you though,” she uttered, motioning to the
view of the barren landscape around them. “Does it look like there’s a paradise
anywhere?”


“So that’s what makes it mythical?
That no one is sure that it even exists?”


“Not exactly. I haven’t heard the
stories since my parents were alive but from what I recall, it’s where our
ancestors lived before Royal City was built. I guess it’s the original Royal
City. My mom used to tell me that it was the resting place for all the original
families, that their spirits lived on and that’s why it’s called the Forgotten
Gardens.” She let out a shallow breath of air. “For all we know it looks no
different from the rest of Terra.”


A foreboding feeling weighed Zoe’s
insides down. There were too many unknown variables and for all she knew they
were heading into a trap, or worse. There was also the issue of the gate in
Last City. From everything she’d heard from Eva and Evan, the gate was
essentially a crude imitation of the gates in the Transport Station. How could
they know for sure it would work the same way? The residents had supposedly
used the same technology as the real gates, but there was no way to know if it
was a true and working replica. 


Her foot tapped rhythmically on the
transport floor, the sound echoing around them. She wondered how long it had
been since they left the Transport Station. It was difficult to gauge a
measurement of time in Terra, what with the artificial lighting and unnatural
surroundings. Even the real landscape of Terra gave no indication of the time
of day. She vaguely recalled Evan telling her that time worked differently,
that it wasn’t measured in minutes, hours, days and years like on Earth but in
generations, which could last hundreds of years in Earth time. 


However hard she tried she just
could not understand the idea of timelessness. She was used to sunrises, high
noons, and sunsets, where the position of the sun and the moon in the sky told
her brain when to do what. She wasn’t even sure how long it had been since she
left home. Was it merely hours or could it have been days? She had only slept
once and barely enough to satisfy her mind’s need for unconsciousness. If not
for the constant visual stimulation of Terra her mind might give into the lack
of REM sleep and render her utterly exhausted.


It wasn’t until she felt Eva’s
hands on hers that she realized she had been fidgeting in her lap. 


“Relax, Zoe,” she spoke. “You’re
not alone. I promised I’d take care of you and I will. We’re in this together,
okay?”


Zoe’s nerves receded and her
breathing calmed to a gentle rhythm. She focused on the crystal blue color of
Eva’s eyes as her hands and feet steadied, noting somewhere in the back of her
mind that her eyes were the color of the Santa Barbara sky. For whatever reason
it made her trust her more. 


“So did my stubborn brother finally
kiss you?”


The change in topic caught her by
surprise and she found herself laughing, the happy feeling in her cheeks and
eyes calming the rest of her unsettled nerves. “How did you know?”


“He’s a first class brooder. I
could tell something had gone on between you two, and that something
didn’t.” She jokingly knocked her shoulder against Zoe and smiled brightly. “I
admit I had my reservations when he first told me about you, but now I think
it’s for the best. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him genuinely smile.”


Zoe felt her cheeks blush as she
thought of Evan and the kisses they shared. Hadn’t he smiled generously and
frequently in their time together on Earth? Was it really such a happy place
for him?


“What was he like before we met?”


Eva chuckled. “Serious. Reserved.
Private. He spent a great amount of time away from Terra, out discovering
different universes. I think Gaia was his favorite even before he met you. Each
time he came home there would be new scenery in our residence. Once our entire common
room was nothing but shades of white and blue; hundreds of small black birds
waddling about in the distance. There were great mountains of ice just floating
about like monoliths. Icebergs. Every time I was in the room I’d find myself
shivering just from the sight of so much coldness.”


“Polar ice caps,” Zoe whispered
through a smile. She had never seen them in person but knew they were a
magnificent sight. She felt a small balloon of pride inside her at the thought
of Evan appreciating Earth, her home. “The birds are called penguins.”


“He always seemed to have this
romantic notion of Gaia, that of all the universes it was the most beautiful.”


“Why do you think he left so
often?”


Eva shrugged. “Who knows? He just
always seemed to be looking for something that didn’t exist here.” She looked
at Zoe knowingly, a bit of a sly smile on her lips. Zoe felt her cheeks flush
again. As idyllic as it seemed she knew better than to think he was unknowingly
looking for her. That was a notion for fairytales and movies, not her life. 


The light in the cabin dimmed
around them as the transport entered through a long corridor. The natural
landscape of Terra was gone and replaced with the standard concrete, steel and
glass. 


“We’re here.”


Zoe nodded at Eva as she watched
the transport descend slowly into the Transport Station parallel to a platform.
When they came to a complete stop the doors opened with a pneumatic hiss,
beckoning them out into the deserted platform. 


“Come on. It shouldn’t be too far.
Keep on the lookout for Crown Soldiers.”


If there were any soldiers they
were hiding very effectively; Last City looked as deserted as a ghost town, a
sprawling city interconnected between veins of glass corridors. Zoe let Eva
lead the way through the maze until they came to a building marked City Center
in a tidy font. The concrete facade of the building shared a similarity with
the Brutalism architecture she had seen so often at home. 


The interior of the City Center
rose up towards a ceiling that vaulted several yards above their heads. Despite
the Brutalism exterior, the interior was strangely art deco, the popular style
that evoked the era of the roaring twenties and dancers in fringed flapper
dresses. A series of rooms branched off through arcaded walls of golden
archways, adding a touch of gothic air to the space. It wasn’t the Spanish
architecture her home in Santa Barbara was known for, but the style made her
homesick nonetheless. 


“I think this is it!” Eva called.
They were separated only by a few feet as Zoe lost herself in the splendor of
the room’s architecture. She followed the sound of Eva’s voice until she saw
it: a secondhand gate made of glass and steel that closely resembled the gates
from the Transport Station. 


“It doesn’t look like it has
power,” she observed. The gate she had traveled through had glowed to life in
her presence. This new gate sat in the middle of a dimly lit corridor where no
one would have thought to look for it, sans glow. It wasn’t very impressive.


Eva rummaged through the bag she
carried and pulled out the glass box from Zoe’s house. With delicate care she
removed a loosely-wound scroll before placing the box back into the bag. 


“You’re up.” She handed the old
piece of paper to Zoe, who merely looked at her, confused.


“What am I supposed to do with it?”



“I don’t know. The King said you
would.”


Zoe took the scroll and unraveled
it, the foreign map sketched in careful ink spreading out before her. She
stared at it for a long moment, willing the map to somehow show her what she
was supposed to do. This isn’t going to work. How could the King have
faith in her to know what to do? Many people were putting their lives in her
hands and she couldn’t help but think it was an enormous mistake on their part.
They were expecting magic from someone who didn’t even know her own identity.
The expectation was too great.


And yet they were counting on her,
and more to the point, they placed their trust in her. Obviously they had more
faith in her than she had in herself. She could buckle under the weight of
their expectation and give in to disappointment, or she could use their faith
as motivation. All she had to do was try.


She stared at the map in her hands
and tried to empty her mind of any distracting thoughts. The thoughts
dissipated, Last City falling away from her sight as she followed the drawn
lines of the map with her eyes. The ambient sounds of the room faded into the
background. 


A picture took shape in her mind,
colors bleeding in like a damp watercolor across a blank canvas. There was a
thick blanket of the greenest trees she had ever seen, spread out like an army
and expanding out into a deep forest. There were bright flowers with prickly
petals and what looked like antennae, proliferating in sporadic bursts of
purple budding off of green vines that tangled around the tree branches. The
sky was a vibrant amethyst, stars dusted across as far as the eye cloud see as
violent swirls of billowing clouds the color of thunder and the sea coiled
around each other. The atmosphere descended around her, the amethyst diluting
into aqua and finally a pale gold that touched the tips of the green trees. 


In the distance through the trees
she could just make out the sound of a song that sounded like her name. She
couldn’t place the scale of distance to judge how far away the sound was coming
from. 


A force of mass grabbed at her hand
before the sky fell around her. Her body exploded into a ribbon of atoms as she
was pulled through the sky like when she stepped through the gate on Earth
towards Terra. The movement was too quick to decipher anything visually and the
world moved around her in a stream of vaporous color. Even quicker than it had
started she felt her body form and reshape, atoms packing tightly together as
she materialized. A cold tingling radiated through her extremities. She thought
she would never get used to the sensation of coming undone and being put back
together again. It just wasn’t natural.


Her eyes opened into a golden light
that settled delicately around her, touching the tips of green trees like she
had seen in her mind. Around them the forest rose like spires towards a
sparkling amethyst sky, the colors as deep and vibrant as she had imagined not
a moment before. She turned in place and saw the forest spread out around her,
green into deep purple as the landscape stretched from the ground up to the
sky. Was she still imagining it? The world around her looked nothing like the
dreary monochromatic world of Terra that she had seen from the transport
windows. 


“How did you do it?” Eva whispered,
sounding utterly enthralled.


Zoe hadn’t noticed she was standing
by her side. Her face was turned upward toward the sky, her blue eyes wide in
amazement. “Do what?”


Eva swallowed and lowered her head,
allowing her eyes to take in the explosion of colorful life around them. “You
brought us here on your own. We hadn’t even stepped into the gate yet.”


What?! “How is that
possible?”


“I don’t know, you tell me! You
must have done something!”


Zoe’s shoulders shrugged up to her
ears. “I have no clue. It’s like it this place just came to life in my mind. I
didn’t even know what was happening.”


Eva’s mouth opened but she made no
sound. She closed it and swallowed again, took in a deep breath of air and
filled her chest until it expanded out from her body like a balloon. “Okay well
we’re here. What’s next? Where are we supposed to go?”


“You’re asking me?”


“Yes, you!” she cried. “Look at the
map again, maybe there’s a clue.”


They stood huddled together as Zoe
stretched out the map in their hands. A knot constricted in her stomach as she
realized the map had changed, coming to life with color as the world around
them had. Strokes of green flourishes formed a circumference around a gold icon
in the shape of a crown, expanding and contracting like the rhythm of a
heartbeat. Next to it a second icon pulsated. 


“Is that possible?” Eva whispered
from her side, her eyes locked on the two images.


“What is it?”


“A laurel wreath. It’s the sigil of
my family name, or it used to be. I haven’t seen one since my parents died. My
mother wore one around her head when we laid her to rest, just as her mother
before her, and her grandmother before that.” Her soft voice clipped as she
spoke, the enormity of the words tinged with both sadness and appreciation.


Zoe gently placed a hand on Eva’s
shoulder to comfort her. She could only imagine how difficult remembering the
past would be for her. She at least had the benefit of not knowing what she was
missing. Eva, on the other hand, knew that a piece of her life was forgotten,
and to remember after so long must have been painful. Zoe reminded herself that
their journey was not just about her finding answers, but also about all
the people whose lives had been taken, wholly or partially, by the Stratons. 


She looked to the crown on the map
again and watched it beat against the ancient paper, thump-thump,
thump-thump. It was her heartbeat. It echoed against her insides,
the pulse moving steadily beneath her skin. Her eyes moved slowly around the
circumference of their symbols, taking in the green flourishes with growing
comprehension. 


Show me where to go, she
thought. An invisible line bisected the green forming a path. She turned slowly
and watched as the crown moved concurrently, the golden tips aligning along the
path like an arrow pointing the way. She didn’t need to turn very far. A half
circle came to life on the paper, a luminescent silver-white ink rising up, dyeing
the page. 


“Are you seeing this?”


“Look!” Eva gasped.


Zoe looked up in time to see the
trees parting into a serpentine pathway moving between the bifurcated forests.
Beyond the horizon of the pathway a white light emerged, blooming like a flower
in the distance. 


With the map in one hand, she
reached down with her other and found Eva. Wordlessly they entwined their
fingers and squeezed tightly, each giving the other the support they each
needed. Hand-in-hand they began the long walk towards the white light in the
distance.


 

Chapter
18: The Escape



 


The absence of the daily noises of
Terra filled Kyra Straton with an unsettling feeling. She wasn’t used to the
quiet. She walked through the corridors of Royal City, the entirety of the
public spaces at her disposal. Everyone had been sent to their residences, a
temporary lock-down that she could only imagine raised their curiosities.  When
life was ordinary, residents milled around the grounds of the city going about
their lives peacefully and purposefully. As their Queen she didn’t need to do
much. There was seldom any misconduct in Terra and her Crown Soldiers
effectively dealt with any domestic issues. As far as monarchies went, she was
a fairly hands-off Queen. Not like the Queen Mother. 


Korina Straton, the first Straton
Queen, was a Queen unlike any that preceded her. She hadn’t inherited the
Crown; she fought for it, won it, and wore it with pride on her face and blood
on her hands. For years she waited, using her family’s resources to build an
army strong enough to steal the Crown from the Thanatos Queen, and she
succeeded, taking out the entire family and their loyal companions. Nearly all
of them, at least. In the time since the demise of the Thanatos family no one
had ever claimed to have seen one in Terra, let alone claim to be one. The fact
that anyone could remember the fallen sovereign’s name was in and of itself a
near impossibility.


Her feet carried her into the
Throne Room, the vast hall an empty cavern of magnificent height and opulence
that was hers alone to appreciate. The ceremonial thrones that belonged to her
and the King sat stiff like statues, dominating the vast expanse of the room.
She had taken a seat on her literal throne on only a few occasions, mostly for
official celebrations or other such events. Having wandered all around the
realm she found herself back where she started, her own home. With a sigh she
climbed the pedestal that elevated the two ornate chairs above the ground and
sat, the high back of the chair stiffening her posture significantly. She
closed her eyes as her mind wandered back to the Queen Mother


From the first day the Straton
Queen assumed her role she had exiled the Thanatos family name, forbidding anyone
to ever utter the word again. The Crown Soldiers made sure to enforce the law,
using their new and imposing status as a weapon against anyone who would
disobey. She hadn’t so much as heard the name Thea Thanatos since her own
childhood, and it still had an effect on her. 


Like the Queen Mother before her,
she hated the name Thanatos, despised the very idea of it. She looked out
towards the direction of the Military Complex, a building connected by corridor
to the Throne Room and one of the only Crown buildings without public access.
Somewhere an Elder was locked up, awaiting punishment for the crime of stealing
from her, from the Crown. If that were the only crime she was accused of Kyra
might have shown her leniency. Instead the Elder conspired against the Queen,
accused her of being a fraud, claimed the identity of a dead woman, and
orchestrated to both kidnap the King and hold him hostage. 


There were others who played a
part. How many additional residents were there in Last City who knew of the
Elder woman’s claims about the Queen? How fast would her treasonous claims
spread and trickle into the innermost cities? No doubt the residents were
already questioning the necessity of the lock-down. They didn’t need any more
gossip to whisper in each other’s ears. Kyra knew she would have to act soon to
prevent even a small uprising. With any hope they would summarily dismiss the
rumors, having forgotten the name Thanatos all together. 


There were other matters
distracting her from her duties as sovereign. The King returned from Last City
but did not bother to see her, instead sending Evan in his place. Then he
revealed that she was no longer the only woman in his life. She was certain
there had never been anyone else, though not for a lack of trying. Evan, whether
by ignorance or sheer carelessness, seemed immune to the charms and advances of
others. Except her. 


She had long admired the allure of
his good looks and charm, even from childhood when she would watch him play
with others in Royal City, his sister Evadine chief among them. It wasn’t until
she was Queen that she had the courage to approach him, to smile and flirt as
though it came naturally to her. She had been groomed by the Queen Mother to
inherit the Crown, to preside over Terra, and to one day produce the next
Straton heir with the King. Yet she had no interest in him. It was Evan she
wanted and before she knew it they were sharing a bed, carrying on an affair
that only further emboldened her. 


Until him, she had only ever made
love to the King, though she wouldn’t have called it love. It was a marital
ritual they observed ceremoniously at first, and later as an obligation to
their duties as Queen and King. Their intercourse was unremarkable, plain and
often boring. There was no passion between them, no desire for one another that
made the act anything more than just sex. They never once discussed producing
an heir.


With Evan, however, there was
excitement, a thrill that made her feel desired and wanted. With him she
experienced a depth of lovemaking she had not felt with her husband. He would
give himself to her, kiss her deeply as he moved inside her, his fingers
entangled in hers as he satiated her. She had come to love him in her own way,
to appreciate their physical relationship for what it was. 


Now there was someone else, someone
in another world that would keep him from his home and away from her. Someone
he would give himself to instead of her. The thought was unsettling. Jealousy
stabbed through her as she imagined Evan with another woman, kissing her,
making love to her. 


If it was someone from Terra she
would know her and have to see her; everyone would know there was someone he
chose over her. Yet it was almost worse that whoever she was, she was from
another world. An outsider. Residents were not permitted to bring people from
other worlds to Terra, which meant if Evan wanted to be with his mystery girl
he would have to leave Terra. The idea of it fueled her jealousy, turning it to
anger. 


She could have ordered him to stay,
to continue the affair with her and no one else. It would have been so easy,
and yet that wasn’t who she was, or who she wanted to be. Her own version of
love for him made it impossible to exert her authority over him. 


A figure emerged from the corridor
leading from the Military Complex. Alcander walked briskly towards her, his
face rigid in contemplation. 


“Your Highness,” he greeted. His
face contorted into a displeasing scowl as he hesitated. 


“What it is?” she asked. She tried to
clear her mind of her personal thoughts. 


Alcander looked up at her
regretfully, his face drawn deep in lines. “The residents from Last City we
were detaining have escaped our custody. We believe they were being aided by a
Resident, one of our own.”


Kyra stood from her throne and
stepped down from the pedestal. He took a step back as she approached him and
bent his head to avoid eye contact. “When?”


 “Not long ago. Several teams have
already been dispatched to look for them and every Crown Soldier within the
city is on the alert.”


“Is the Elder woman also missing?”


“No, she’s still in her holding,
Your Highness.” 


“Shut down the Transport Stations
immediately. I want this kept quiet. No one outside of the Crown Soldiers is to
know about what has happened.” 


“Of course. I have already
expressly instructed them to do so.”


“Fine. What about the Resident who
was helping them? What do you know?” Someone, one of her own residents, had
aided in freeing known conspirators of the Crown? The entirety of Royal City
was in lock-down with no one permitted to leave their private residences.
Whoever it was they had acted foolishly against the Queen’s wishes and with
flagrant disregard for the Crown.


“We’ve yet to identify anyone. From
what we’ve gathered so far, whoever it was managed to disengage the master lock
of each detainment room.”


She looked at him disbelievingly
“You mean to tell me they just walked out of their cells and escaped past every
Crown Soldier in the Military Complex?”


Alcander’s posture diminished
beneath her glare. He was a small man cowering in front of her. “No one claims
to have seen them, Your Highness. Many of them were preoccupied with the King.”


Kyra’s eyes opened wider at the
mention of her husband. “The King was there during the escape?”


He nodded. “Yes, Your Highness.”


Interesting. Her lips pursed
and she tilted her head back, his words sticking at an unspoken thought in her
mind. “Where is he now?” she asked, looking back at Alcander. 


“With Hector in the Military
Complex. He’s insisted on leading the search for the escaped residents.”


“Good. Keep an eye on him.”


“O-on the King?” he stuttered,
clearly taken aback by such a request.


“Do you have a problem with that,
Alcander?” she asked.


His eyes widened as the shock
registered on his face. “Your Highness, he is the King!”


“And I am your Queen!” she replied,
astonished she had to quantify anything for him at all. He swallowed and again
cowered beneath her imposing stare. 


“Forgive me,” he pleaded, his head
bowed before her in shame. 


“Just do your job. Put extra guards
outside the Elder’s room. Gather the soldiers who were supposed to be
monitoring the other detainment rooms and have them escorted to the Government
Center to await further instruction. When the Transport Stations are shut down
I want the transport searched car-by-car. Find out who was on board last and
what station they disembarked at.”


“Yes, Your Highness. I will see to
it immediately.”


“I hope so,” she dismissed. He
turned on his heel and quickly exited the Throne Room, heading back in the
direction of the Military Complex. She watched him retreat in silence and
briefly considered whether she had come off too hard, or not hard enough.


“Well, you’ve certainly got a mess
on your hands, Kyra.”


The hairs on the back of her neck
pricked up as she recognized the voice. Quickly she turned and came
face-to-face with a set of golden eyes. She bent into a deep curtsey and dipped
her head forward. When she stood upright again she found the golden eyes still
staring intently at her.


“Hello, Mother.” It had been a long
time since Korina Straton set foot on Terra. She’d long ago retired to an
opulent residence in a nearby universe, ascending Kyra to the throne in her
place while she lived out the rest of her generation as an Elder. Her
appearance was as meticulous as ever: pale blonde hair cropped just above her
shoulders, her skin as radiant and luminous, effectively hiding her older age.
By all accounts she was the most beautiful woman Kyra had ever known, her own
dark eyes and hair a poor contrast to her mother’s beautiful appearance.


“Hello, Darling. I’ve been hearing
some rather unsettling rumors as of late. I thought I’d come inquire in person
as to their validity.”


Kyra gave a curt smile. “My
apologies for having to inconvenience you; fortunately, I have everything under
control.”


“Do you?” Korina asked
rhetorically. “A sacred artifact was stolen and the King kidnapped in the
attempt to retrieve said artifact. The Last City residents you’ve brought back
have managed to escape, slip out undetected from the watch of your Crown
Soldiers, and the woman responsible for it all still lives?”


“I do not plan to pass sentence on
her until I speak with her myself.”


“Giving credence to a Resident who
would plot against the Crown is not a wise move, my dear.”


“That will be my judgment to make,”
Kyra asserted. 


Korina turned her back and began a
slow pace around the throne. The silence in the room stretched out between
them, a growing thickness that disconcerted her. She wondered just how much the
Queen Mother knew about the situation. Clearly she had been apprised of the
goings-on of Terra, but there was some information she was either lacking or
choosing not to divulge, such as the fact that the Elder woman was claiming to
be Thea Thanatos. If there had been any measure of doubt about the demise of
Thea Thanatos the Queen Mother would have come back to Terra willingly and
without hesitation. There was no indication she knew either way and Kyra
vacillated on whether or not to inform her. 


She was growing inpatient at the
Queen Mother’s interference. Regardless of whom the Elder woman claimed to be
it was her responsibility to deal with the matter, not Korina’s. 


Finally the Queen Mother stopped
pacing and turned back to face Kyra. Her eyes had narrowed and her chin jutted
out, making her posture increase in height. “I will speak to her,” she
announced.


“That won’t be necessary,” Kyra
dismissed her.


Korina’s eyes narrowed. “I’m afraid
I insist. There is no one alive apart from me who could look into the woman’s
eyes and know if she is indeed Thea Thanatos.”


So there was doubt. For nearly a
generation the world believed the original family was gone, forgotten in time.
In all likelihood the Elder woman was lying, and yet Korina Straton felt
compelled to find out for herself. Had Kyra mistaken the Queen Mother’s
intentions? What other reason could there be for her wanting to question the
captured woman? Under any other circumstances she would have loathed her
mother’s interference in matters of the Crown. However, there was no doubt in
Kyra’s mind that if Thea Thanatos wasn’t involved, even in name only, her
mother would not be there. 


“I’ll take you to see her,” she
agreed. Despite the irritation she felt for her mother her own curiosity got
the best of her. 


When she turned she noticed a
number of Crown Soldiers had entered the Throne Room and taken posts at each
corridor. They were all armed. As she led Korina towards the corridor leading
to the Military Complex, each soldier they passed bowed their heads in
reverence to her. Another set of guards stood watch at the center of the
corridor, one at each side and each bowing as they made their way through. 


The Military Complex was stocked
with a small army of Crown Soldiers, some being outfitted with weapons, others
strategizing with interactive maps of Royal City blown up large on the glass
walls. She noticed Hector sitting at a command station, speaking into a headset
as his eyes kept watch on the screens in front of him. The atmosphere of the
room was thick with a tension that only amplified when their presence was
noticed. 


One by one the soldiers bowed their
heads in deference to the Queen and Queen Mother, their silence bringing the
room to a quick and unsettling quiet. Kyra scanned the top of heads bowed
before her and noticed that none of them belonged to the King. 


She dismissed them with a nod and
the soldiers went back to their work. Kyra continued through the building
towards the detainment rooms, her mother in close pursuit. As they reached the
corridor that branched off from the main room they were stopped by an
ashen-faced Alcander. 


“Your Highness!” he gasped, clearly
startled by the rare appearance of the Queen Mother. His head and torso dropped
down so low Kyra was sure he would fall to the ground. When he stood again his
face was still pallid and weary. He opened his mouth to speak but the sound was
nothing more than a feeble squeak. His mouth shut again and he swallowed hard,
his eyes growing ever wider in his face as he looked from the Queen Mother to
Kyra. 


“What’s happened now?” Kyra asked.
The terror on his face was unmistakable. She nearly felt sorry for the man as
he fumbled to compose himself in front of them. She looked briefly to her
mother and saw she was equally perplexed. She hoped it wasn’t more bad news.
She couldn’t stand being made to look like a fool in front of anyone, let alone
the Queen Mother.


“I did as you asked, Your Highness.
I sent the guards from the detainment rooms to the Government Complex to await
your instruction. The transport was shut down. I sent more guards to the Elder
prisoner’s room but they…” he trailed off. 


Korina took a step towards him and
he looked as though he might faint. “But they what?” she asked. 


He took a deep breath. “They caught
her attempting to escape. She was with a male Resident, one of our own. We
pursued them but the Resident attacked us, leaving us no choice but to use
force against him. By the time we were able to restrain him the Elder woman was
gone. I went after her myself but I couldn’t find her. I searched every door
and corridor but she was nowhere. She just vanished. I made my way back to the
guards and found them detaining the Resident.”


Kyra felt a curl of hot anger
rising in her throat, heating the skin beneath her face. “So the Elder woman is
gone but you have the perpetrator in custody?” It took all of her effort to
keep her voice restrained, to not let the anger boil inside her. 


“Yes, Your Highness,” he whispered.
“We could not see his face! I swear to you if we had known it was him!” he
cried, his sentence falling short of completion. The man looked like he was on
the cusp of losing his sanity, just as Kyra was losing her ability to remain
calm.


“Who?!” she demanded.


“The King!” he cried. “It was the
King who freed the Elder.”


 

Chapter
19: Two Stratons


 


“Darling, you were born to be the
Queen. Never, ever assume otherwise.” The Queen lovingly placed her hands on
either side of her face and smiled, relaxing into a natural beauty as she did. 


Kyra stared up into her golden eyes
and nodded. She was just a little girl, concerned only with playing with other
children, laughing and dancing, and being adored; Queendom was a long way off.


“Will I be as beautiful as you when
I’m the Queen?” she asked softly.


The Queen smiled infectiously and
nodded, placing a doting kiss on her small forehead before sitting down beside
Kyra on the bed in her Residence. “You’ll be more beautiful than anyone.”


“What will I do as Queen?”


“You’ll rule over all of Terra.
You’ll make sure the outlying cities are doing their necessary part to ensure
the health and well-being of every Resident. You’ll command the Crown Soldiers
to keep peace throughout the world. And most important of all you’ll bear the
next Queen of Terra.”


Kyra pulled her knees up to her
chest and rested her cheeks upon them, frowning at the thought of one day
having her own daughter. “Do I have to?”


“You must. The Queen’s daughter
always becomes the next Queen.”


“Were you the other Queen’s
daughter?” she innocently asked. 


The Queen’s lips pursed as her
faced tightened. “The other Queen is gone. You’ll be the next Queen when the
day comes. It has always been your destiny to wear the Crown, and you will.”


Kyra’s young face crumpled at an
unspoken thought. “If I’m Queen will I have to have a King?”


“Yes, to have a daughter you will
need to have a King. He’ll need to be worthy enough to carry on our family
name, to act in his duties as King of Terra.”


As she grew older, Kyra received
more lessons on what it meant to be the Queen, learning from her mother the
qualities required of the position. She was to remain poised and controlled, to
be authoritative and bold, to be loved respected at the same time. 


Growing up as the next Queen of
Terra had its advantages. She was educated by the most respected Elders,
dressed in finer clothes than even the wealthiest residents, and always had a
companion to play with. Her constant companion was Owyn, who as a kid was
precocious and entertaining, and one of the cutest boys in Terra. However,
there was another boy who rivaled the future King in good looks and charm.
Evander Nero. 


She remembered being summoned to
the Throne Room as a young woman, the royal title not far away in her future.
The Queen sat on the throne as invited residents of Royal City gathered in the
room, each dressed in their finest attire. The walls were dark with the view of
surrounding galaxies, stars and constellations swirling about the cosmos around
them. It was her favorite view of all and one she kept for herself when she
became Queen. 


She stood to the right of her
mother, her purple dress tight like a corset around her waist and fabric that
draped down to the floor where it swished against her jewel-adorned feet. The
Queen herself had never looked more radiant. She wore an antique white dress
similar to Kyra’s with a long transport that sparkled with hundreds of crystals
as she moved. 


The Queen spoke to the congregated residents
in the most enigmatic fashion, their faces rapt with attention as she thanked
them for their presence and announcing that her daughter, the future Queen of
Terra, would marry Owyn. The generous applause camouflaged the dissatisfied
gasp that escaped from Kyra’s mouth. She knew better than to let her emotions
show on her face, a valuable lesson the Queen instilled in her, but there was
little she could do to control the storm of fury that picked up inside her. 


She could hear nothing but her own
thoughts as the Queen brought her and Owyn together, each standing at her side.
The Queen had never once asked her what she thought about marrying him. There
was never so much a question about her willingness to marry him. Like every
matter of her life up to that point her fate had been decided for her. Her eyes
searched through the crowd and found Evander standing next to his sister, each
of them looking bored and uninterested. When his green eyes made contact with
hers he smiled kindly and clapped, more for his benefit than hers. 


After the announcement was made and
everyone had dispersed back to their residences, the Queen came to Kyra’s room
carrying a glass box. 


“I had this made especially for
you, Darling,” she declared. She handed the box to Kyra and watched as she
opened it, revealing an exquisite tiara made of the finest jewels she had ever
seen. Kyra turned it in her hands, watching as it refracted rainbows of light
on her hands and throughout the room. She was still stung by the news of her
impending marriage to Owyn and trying desperately to show her gratitude instead
of her temper.  


“It’s exquisite,” she admired. 


“One day you’ll wear the crown of
the Queen, but this one will be just for you. After all you are a princess. Go
ahead, try it on,” the Queen encouraged.


Kyra carefully placed the headpiece
at the top of her head and smoothed the loose strands of hair down beneath it.
It fit perfectly. 


“There are many more beautiful
things awaiting you in your future, Kyra. I want you to remember this day each
time you wear this.”


Kyra caught her brilliant but
unsmiling reflection in a nearby mirror. She indeed looked the part of an
adored princess, diamonds sparkling like a halo above her head. Despite the
generosity and beauty of the gift she still felt bruised about her sudden
betrothal. 


“Do I have to marry him?” she asked
sullenly. The light of the Queen’s face diminished at the question, a twitch of
a forced smile on her lips. Kyra noticed her mother’s glare and cast her eyes down.
She did not dare to look at her own reflection, sure that she looked as ugly
and petulant as she sounded.


“Do you object to having these
complicated matters handled for you? Some people spend their entire lives
searching for someone to spend their time with, and I’ve done all the hard work
for you. I’ve found you a worthy partner to be your King, to stand by your side
in all matters and to help you produce the next heir to the throne. Is that not
enough for you?”


Kyra flinched at her mother’s
words, regret stabbing at her insides. “It is not my intent to come off as
ungrateful, Mother. I just wish I could have had a say in the matter. I would
have liked to pick someone for myself.”


The Queen placed her hands on
Kyra’s shoulders and stared at her reflection in the mirror. “Darling, I’ve
done you a favor. You will marry Owyn and he will be your King.”


“But I don’t particularly like
him!” she cried softly. She saw in her reflection that she looked ugly with
tears, her demeanor not worthy of the beauty placed upon her head. 


“Kyra Straton, stop your crying
this instant. You are the heir to the throne of Terra; you do not cry!” She
twirled her around until they were face-to-face, the Queen’s own fingers
brushing away fallen tears from Kyra’s face. “There is never a reason for you
to cry, do you understand?”


Kyra sniffed and nodded her head,
willing her eyes to dry before any more tears could fall. “Sorry,” she
whispered.


“Do not apologize, either. Now,
without crying, tell me what has you so upset.”


“I don’t want to marry Owyn. He’s
not the boy I like.”


“So there’s someone else you have
in mind?”


“Yes,” she replied. Her mother
raised her eyebrows, silently prompting her to continue. “I like Evander Nero.”


A small, knowing smile curled the
Queen’s lips as she nodded. “Evander Nero is a very handsome young man. He
looks very much like his father,” she spoke. Her eyes looked distant for a
moment, lost in some thought she didn’t share with her daughter. Finally pulled
Kyra close to her and wrapped her arms around her tightly. 


“The great advantage of being Queen
is that you can do whatever you want, and with whomever you want,” she
whispered into Kyra’s ear. “Just because you’re married to one man doesn’t mean
you can’t be with the other.”


Kyra was confused by her mother’s
admission, not knowing the full extent of her meaning. Who would want to be
with her if she was already married to someone else? Moreover, who would be
brave enough to take on that kind of relationship with her when she was Queen?


Not long after the announcement was
made, plans for her coronation were set with the wedding to follow thereafter.
In all the time leading up to the grand festivities the Queen continued to give
Kyra lessons in how to perform her job as the Queen. She learned over time that
they were relatively mundane and that there would likely never be an occasion
to act as commander of the Crown Soldiers. Life in Terra was peaceful after the
Stratons took over the Crown, and she was assured it would remain that way. 


Perhaps it was the grave
misconception about lasting peace in Terra that made Kyra unsure of how to act.
The Crown Soldiers were supposed to be adept at their job, trained to keep the
peace so that her interference would not be required. She was neither a
commander-in-chief nor a warrior; she was a Queen whose duty was to serve as
the leader of Terra. The very system of defense she had come to rely on was
cracking under an unprecedented threat. 


The residents from Last City had
vanished, as had the Elder woman who was quite possibly the last Thanatos
Queen. Of all the possibilities in Terra it was her very own husband, the King,
who was their suspected coconspirator and now traitor to the Crown. Everything
had unraveled under her rule and her mother was a witness to it all. 


Ordinarily, Owyn would have been
detained by the Crown Soldiers and placed in a maximum security detainment
room. However, he was the King, and no one wanted to be the one to recommend
such a punishing detainment. It was the Queen Mother’s command that he be put
into solitary confinement, Kyra merely nodding her head in approval when
Alcander looked to her for confirmation. 


Until the Elder’s escape she had
placed her faith in the competent hands of her Crown Soldiers, but now she
would be forced to take matters into her own hands, a notion she was not
comfortable with. She went first to the Government Complex where a contingent
of soldiers was being detained after their lapse in job performance led to the
escape of the Last City residents. One by one they explained how the King’s
presence had distracted them from their duties leading up to the escape, none
of them expressing any notion that the King had deliberately deceived them.
Despite their expressed regret at their lapse in judgment they were each
dishonorably discharged, stripped of their military statuses and deported to
the outlying cities. 


On the outside she was calm and
collected, but internally Kyra was shaking with insecurity. It was at the Queen
Mother’s recommendation that sentencing be swift and punishing. She knew it was
for the best. The loss of those soldiers would do little to impact the number
of Crown Soldiers, but she at once ordered a recruitment of new Soldiers from a
pool of qualified candidates. Their training would be more vigorous and
thorough, ensuring that no one soldier ever repeated the mistakes of those whom
they were replacing. 


By the time she discharged the
group she was exhausted, her mind aching with the stress of the events that had
taken place. She knew rest would be the only thing and to prepare her for what
she knew would come next. 


She and the Queen Mother were
escorted back to the royal residence flanked by Crown Soldiers. As they reached
the Throne Room she ordered one to enter the city and fetch Julia, her most
trusted lady-in-waiting. When they were finally alone in the residence, guards
posted outside the door, the Queen Mother turned to Kyra and smiled proudly. 


“You did a fine job today, darling,
but it will not get easier.” 


“I know,” Kyra nodded. “I just
can’t think about that right now, Mother. I need rest. The King can wait in
solitary confinement.”


“I understand.” She put her hands
on Kyra’s shoulders and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “This will be
your legacy, Kyra. No one will ever again think to cross a Straton, Queen or
otherwise.” 


Kyra could barely feign a smile
through her exhaustion. “Let’s just get through this situation before we start
writing my name in history books, shall we?”


Korina smiled, her chin rising up
in satisfied pride. “History is either remembered or forgotten, but a legacy is
inscribed in time itself.” With that, she bowed her head to Kyra and turned,
walking the path to the private room kept in her name and honor. 


Kyra entered her own room and
leaned against the closed door. It was only a moment before she realized her
arms and legs were shaking, finally releasing the anxiety she had fought to
contain. With what little strength she had left she walked to her bed, kicked
off her shoes and crawled under the soft bedding, pulling it high over her
fully-clothed body. 


In the depth of sleep she dreamed
she was back in the Throne Room as a young lady, residents gathered around the
magnificent room as her mother, the Queen, announced her betrothal. Only this
time it was the young Owyn standing amongst the crowd and Evan standing on the
other side of the Queen, his green eyes and rousing smile lifting her spirits
considerably. She would not have protested if her mother had chosen Evan as her
future husband and King, but would have delighted in the prospect of spending
the rest of her life with one she had admired so greatly. 


In her dream Evan looked
resplendent with the King’s crown upon his head, the hefty gold halo contrasting
beautifully against tufts of chestnut hair. Evadine stood by her side as the
Princess Royal, sister to the King, and her most trusted confidante. The
blended family of Straton and Nero would create a unified royal family to rule
at the throne of Terra for generations to come. 


She dreamed of a female child
younger than her own memories could recall. She had curls of dark hair and her
own deep, almond shaped eyes that dominated her face.  The clearer the image of
the girl’s face became the more she realized she was not looking at her own
daughter, but a nearly identical version of herself. A second child emerged,
her face even more similar to her own with a cascade of dark hair falling
wildly at her back. Her mouth was turned into a pout, a tantrum puffing out her
delicate features. 


“Why do I have to play with the
baby?” whined the second child. 


“She isn’t a baby. I thought you
loved playing with her?” The disembodied voice was that of an adult woman, the
cadence similar to her own.


“I want to play with the other big
kids!”


“Well, go on then, but take Zoe
with you. I’m sure the others won’t mind.”


“I mind!” she cried, the tantrum
mashing her face into a puffy mess. 


Kyra’s eyes opened, exhaustion
dispelled from her head. The light began to brighten, casting a pale golden
atmosphere around the room. Her body had sunk into the thick cushioning of the
bed, swaddling her tired limbs into relaxation. 


As comfortable as she felt she knew
there were important matters with which to attend. With any luck the Crown Soldiers
had found the escaped Last City residents and Elder woman and brought them back
to the Military Complex under increased security. However ideal the thought was
in her mind, she knew better. Their entire operation, from the theft of the
book from the Royal Anthology to their escape, had obviously been planned with
meticulous forethought and consideration. She would need to be both judicious
and swift with their sentencing to ensure their machinations were concluded. 


As for the King, his situation required
a more delicate hand. Treason was an exceptional offense, one that would
ordinarily conclude with the perpetrator's life. Taking the King’s life was not
an option she would consider lightly. His title and standing among the people
of Terra meant his punishment would be met with ire, potentially complicating
her own standing as Queen. The history of the Crown had once already been
blemished with upheaval and she did not want history to repeat itself.


She rose from bed and quickly
stripped out of her formal clothing. She bathed, washing away what remained of
her sweat and fear. Before long she was clean and dressed in fresh clothing,
her hair pulled back into a simple chignon at the nape of her neck. Outside the
confines of her private room she found her lady-in-waiting setting a place at
the dining table. Julia bowed her head gracefully as Kyra entered the room, her
nose following the scent of freshly prepared food waiting for her on the table.



“Welcome, Your Highness. It is an
honor to be back in your company.”


“Thank you, Julia. Is my mother up
yet?”


“The Queen Mother awoke shortly
after you, Your Highness. I’ve also prepared her a meal. Is there anything else
I can get for you?”


“No, that will be all for now,”
Kyra dismissed. Julia bowed her head again before disappearing from her sight.
Soft wisps of steam rose up from the plate of food, the scent of seasoned eggs
and ripe fruit filling her senses. It wasn’t long after sitting down that her
mother appeared, also freshly groomed and neatly dressed. Julia bowed even
deeper than she had for Kyra, and arranged a second plate of food opposite her
at the table before being dismissed again.


“Sleep well, darling?” the Queen
Mother greeted, a pert smile upon her face.


“Better than I have in a while.
You?”


“I’ve long been accustomed to the
comforts of my own bed, but it was not unsatisfactory.”


Kyra snapped a bite of
green-fleshed fruit and managed not to roll her eyes. It would do her no good
to mention the bed was the very one she slept in during her reign as Queen. 


“Has there been any news about the
escaped residents?” Korina asked.


“Julia,” Kyra called, looking up
past her mother. “Has there been any word from the Crown Soldiers?”


“No, Your Highness,” she replied.


Kyra looked back to her mother and
smiled emphatically. “No, there is no news. Thank you, Julia.” With another nod
of her head Julia disappeared, leaving Kyra alone with her mother. 


“Have you given any thought to how
you’re going to proceed?” Korina asked before taking a tidy bite of food. 


“Right now the only culprit we have
in custody is the King, and obviously that isn’t a normal situation.”


“No, it isn’t. How can the people
trust their King when he would conspire against them, against his own family?”


Kyra sighed. “That’s what I’d like
to know.”


After a long moment Korina relaxed
into the chair, the long back supporting her as she steepled her fingers in
front of her chest. “You have a unique opportunity in front of you, darling. An
opportunity to correct an obvious wrong and change the face of the crown
forever.”


“How so?” Kyra asked between bites
of fruit. She was intrigued by her mother’s solicitous tone, a sign that she
had her own machination in mind. 


“Owyn’s parents were never
supportive of the Straton crown. It would not be difficult to argue that he
shared their alliance and hid it to gain favor from me in an attempt to bring
us down from the inside. Obviously his actions speak volumes about his true
feelings towards his family.”


“What exactly are you saying,
Mother?”


“I’m saying we can correct a wrong.
I can denounce your marriage and strip him of his royal titles, effectively
excommunicating him from the Crown.”


The shock of her words was like a
slap to Kyra’s face. Excommunicating the King? Stripping him of all his titles?
The notion was too much, too soon to properly consider. “I don’t want to make
any decision without first speaking to him.”


“What makes you think he won’t try
to manipulate or even harm you? Are you willing to take such a risk?”


“I have to, Mother,” Kyra signed,
exasperated. “Regardless of what he’s done he is still technically my husband.”


“Not if you don’t want him to be,”
Korina contested. Her expression was cold and unforgiving, not at Kyra but at
the King. “Think about it, darling. You told me long ago it was another boy
you’d set your heart on. With my help you can be rid of Owyn and marry the
person of your choosing.”


She felt a crack in her emotional
resolve at the implied mention of Evan. For all she knew he had left Terra and
was in another world making a life with someone else. There was no guaranteeing
he would want to replace Owyn in role and title.  Even if there was no one else
in the picture, she had no idea whether he’d want a life with her, one where
their union was not an affair but a relationship, a partnership. A marriage.


Julia appeared behind the Queen
Mother, her expression that of concern. “Your Highness,” she bowed. “There’s
news from the Military Complex. Alcander is requesting your presence at once.”


“Thank you, Julia,” Korina spoke.
She dabbed the corners of her mouth with a cloth napkin and rose from the
table, her head uncharacteristically bent in reverence to Kyra. “It’s time to
write your legacy, Your Highness.” 


 

Chapter
20: Prisoners and Soldiers


 


Evan couldn’t sleep. It hadn’t been
long since Eva and Zoe left for Last City against his better judgment, and the
waiting was nerve wracking. Everything was too quiet, even in the familiarity
of his and Eva’s residence. There lingered a sense that things were about to
irrevocably change one way or another, and he hoped he and the ones he cared
for were on the right side of that change. In the meantime he needed a
distraction, something to keep his mind from waiting for any word from Zoe or
Eva. With the entire city on lockdown it would be difficult to go anywhere or
do anything. 


Every private residence and public
area was equipped with an information kiosk that displayed streaming updates of
news from the Crown and around Royal City. Since returning to Terra he had not
bothered to power on the kiosk in his residence, assured that between his
meetings with the Queen and information compiled from firsthand sources he was
up to date on the Crown’s goings-on. Yet, something compelled him then to
switch the glass panel on, hoping against hope that there was some news, any
news to abate the pit of worry in his stomach.


The kiosk came alive instantly,
streams of updates aggregating one on top of the other until the most recent
were on top. With his fingers Evan pinched and zoomed in on specific headlines,
briefly reading their contents as he moved from one to the next. One piece
detailed a partially true account of the King’s kidnapping and how, with the
help of highly trained Crown Soldiers, his trusted confidante Evander Nero
helped rescue him from danger. There was little mention of the stolen book from
the Royal Anthology.


Another announcement proclaimed the
gates had been temporarily closed for maintenance, assuring residents that that
it was a routine procedure that would not permanently affect their lives. The
newest announcement was that the King’s captors had been taken into royal
custody and were awaiting prosecution. There was no mention anywhere about Last
City, its residents, or anything about Thea Thanatos and the original family.
Of course the Queen would never allow such explosive information to be released
by way of the information kiosks. Still, even with the carefully crafted
announcements it was obvious that a complete story was not being told. He
wondered how the Queen would use information about the recent events to her
advantage. Though, he could not imagine she would release any information about
Thea or the original family. 


He thought about Thea locked up
behind closed doors guarded by Crown Soldiers, waiting on the Queen to decide her
fate. Like Eva and the King said, everyone had a part to play, but what was the
outcome meant to be? If Zoe regained the memory of her birthright what would
she do next? Challenge Kyra for the Crown? The Queen had her own personal army
and Zoe was a virtual stranger to everyone in Terra, excluding the few who knew
of her existence. If taking back the throne was her plan how would she do it? 


Evan looked up at the information
kiosk. The Crown not only had the army, but also controlled the flow of
information to every resident, and if they no longer had that control they
would be unable to feed half-truths and propaganda to the residents. If they
knew the truth would they rise to Zoe’s defense? Would they rally at her back,
outnumbering the Crown Soldiers, to help her take back her birthright?


Then there was the other issue
sticking in the back of his mind. What happened to the other Thanatos children?
According to the King, who was presumably in-the-know because of his
relationship with Thea Thanatos, the only known child to survive was Zoe. Her
sister and brother were never confirmed to have either died or survived, so the
question of their mortality was still unknown. Both were too young to survive
on their own, and yet if they were never found where could they possibly have
gone? Had a family taken one or both of them in, raised them as their own?
Though born into the royal family they were still just children when the
Stratons took the Crown, and it was possible that not everyone knew what they
looked like. Not even he could remember their faces. He could only recall the
name of the other sister, Zara. If she were alive she’d be close to Eva
and Zoe’s age. If Zara Thanatos and her brother were alive would they know
their true identity? Could they really have lived their entire lives in Terra,
forced to honor a Queen whose own family took theirs from them? 


With the Thanatos name firmly in
his mind, he placed one hand on the glass pad of the information kiosk and
waited for the screen to change. ‘No results found.’  He thought
of the original family. ‘No results found.’ Zara and Zoe. ‘No results
found.’ It was as though they had been erased from Terra’s memory. The
network supporting each information kiosk was supposed to be a vast database
that chronicled the history of Terra. The only system he had seen that even
remotely resembled Terra’s was one he found on Earth - the Internet. It was a
crude and unrealized version of what he was used to in Terra. 


He simplified his query. Zara.
Immediately a list of results aggregated before his eyes. He bypassed the
announcements and selected the social network, looking for faces to match his
search. Four profiles with pictures populated the screen, one Elder, two
younger girls who were born long after he was, and the fourth a young woman
approximately his age, with sleek blonde hair and light eyes. Evan squinted and
leaned in closer to the screen. There was something strange about the girl’s
photo. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was but something about her
face looked off. He looked to the other three photos to see if the same
anomaly was present, but they each looked ordinary. He pinched and zoomed on
the fourth Zara’s profile, her picture shrinking as a list of information about
her materialized across the glass. 


The girl’s surname caught his
attention. Zara Terra. There wasn’t much information about her. She was
generationally aged similar to him lived and in an outlying city. When he
touched location for a map it appeared and zoomed directly onto a common
building in Last City. 


“Wait, what?” he gasped out
loud. He looked at the girl’s photo again and studied her features. He couldn’t
shake that there was something unnatural looking about the photo, something he
could not comprehend. She was pretty and unsmiling, a far-off look in her eyes.
Something about her face seemed oddly familiar to him, as though she were a
face from a set of memories he had long since forgotten. She wasn’t one of the
Queen’s ladies-in-waiting, nor was she anyone he immediately recognized. She
didn’t even bear a resemblance to either Thea or Zoe, and yet she was the right
age, had an unclassified family surname, and lived in Last City. 


She couldn’t be a lost Thanatos
daughter, he realized, a sting of defeat in his chest. Besides, what were the
odds that both Thea Thanatos and her long-lost, presumed dead daughter had
spent half a generation living in the same outlying city? 


He swiped a finger in a downward
motion across the glass surface and it dimmed at once, the anonymous blonde Zara
swiped away. He reprimanded himself for thinking it would be so easy to find
the answers to his questions. If the Stratons had gone through the effort of
completely erasing all traces of the original family from the network then how
could he expect to find any information on those who had the remotest
possibility of being alive? 


Evan took a seat on a nearby couch
and sank in deep into the cushions. He disliked knowing he would have to sit
around and wait for news, hoping that wherever Zoe and his sister were they
were safe and would be returning soon. Then Terra as they knew it would be
changed forever. 


His eyes closed as his mind went to
Zoe, seeing her lovely face as she smiled, the memory of her laughter ringing
in his head. He hoped she wouldn’t change, that she would remain the same Zoe
he met on Earth, plus a smile or two more. He drifted off into sleep as he
remembered the way she held onto him as he took her to Paris, how the city
lights reflected in her eyes, wide with amazement. She’d nearly left the world
she grew up in without seeing everything it had to offer and now she was in
another world, exploring the forgotten parts to find something she had no
assurance existed. She had a strong constitution to take it all on faith, not
knowing where the path would take her. 


Who would Zoe be when all was said
and done? The Queen of Terra? She knew little about its people or cities, the
way it was governed and run. Most importantly the people didn’t know her. Would
they accept her as one of their own? As their rightful Queen? 


He awoke from a dream to the sound
of small pinging. How long had he been asleep for? He felt more rested than he
had before, sleep leaving his eyes and mind quickly as he sat upright in the
seat. The pinging sounded again and he realized it was coming from his
Communicator, tucked gently to his side in a pocket. He retrieved it and looked
at the screen, his eyes growing at the message before him. 


‘Look again.’


A flicker of light caught his
attention and he looked up, noticing the glass panel of the information kiosk
coming to life again, the light brightening the room. The picture of Zara Terra
filled half the screen, another near identical photo materializing next to it.
He stood and walked to the wall, carrying the Communicator with him. 


At first glance the two faces
looked identical, but the second photo lacked the strange quality the first
possessed. The eyes and hair were the same but the other features were slightly
different. The second woman’s nose was noticeably larger and her cheek bones
arched high above her face. Something about the woman’s face suggested an air
of superiority and he realized it was the way her mouth formed a smile, taught
and a bit smug, the corners upturned infinitesimally. 


The pictures moved without
provocation, Zara’s face aligning over the second woman’s. Soon he could no
longer tell which photograph he was looking at. Their faces were
interchangeable, the woman’s face morphing into Zara’s and vice versa until
they were the same person. A file icon pinged on the bottom right-hand corner
of the glass, a point of light ebbing beneath it. Evan looked to the screen on
his Communicator again, then looked back up at the information kiosk. With a
quick movement of his hand he touched the file icon and watched as a third
photo emerged, this time of an Elder with the same blonde hair, dark eyes and
high cheek bones. Her chin was upturned, as were the corners of her mouth, a
superior smile upon her lips. 


Maybe his mind was still asleep,
which would explain why whatever he was meant to see in the photos wasn’t
clicking. The Elder woman looked like the second woman and even like Zara
Terra, but he couldn’t make sense of it. The only photo that looked slightly
out of place was Zara’s but he could still not comprehend why. All three women
appeared to be one and the same, but Zara Terra was not classified as an Elder,
so what was the explanation for the Elder’s photo? 


He looked to the communicator again
and read the message half a dozen times more, each time understanding nothing.
‘Look again,’ it instructed, but at what? Perhaps Zara Terra was just
another Elder, a misclassified oversight in the network. It didn’t seem odd for
a Resident from Last City to have so little information available. Most of Last
City’s residents were those with whom the Crown was not concerned. Elders had
gone there to retire, those who had no interest in the rigmarole of life in the
Royal City, and outcasts who had been banished from the inner cities. The lack
of information on her was inconsequential, yet something about it continued to
bother him. Who was the sender of the message and why did he or she want him to
‘look again’? 


The communicator pinged and when he
looked down he found another message, the second more cryptic than the first.


‘Make the right choice.’


A loud knock on the door startled
him, his heart pounding hard in his chest as he nearly dropped the device to
the floor. He quickly looked to the information kiosk with the intent to shut
it down when he realized it had already done so. The faces were gone.


He opened the door and found Hector
standing on the other side dressed in full military regalia. He bowed his head
briefly to Evan, a formality he had never been privileged to, and straightened
his back formally. 


“Evander Nero, your immediate
presence is requested by command of the Queen and Her Royal Highness the Queen
Mother. You will please follow me at once as I escort you to the ancillary
Throne Room in the Military Complex.”


Evan had barely a moment to think
before Hector moved to the side of the entry, a movement he realized meant right
now. Why meet in an ancillary Throne Room instead of the actual one? More
important was the mention of the Queen Mother. He couldn’t recall the last time
the first Straton Queen had been on Terra. 


Hector looked at him expectantly as
his mind tried to keep up. Without a word he walked through the door, letting
it close behind him as he followed Hector towards the Military Complex. 


There were only a few occasions
when Evan was permitted to enter the Military Complex, such as when he was
accompanying the King or Queen. His relationship with them came with certain
privileges, but for the most part those did not include entrance into the
secret military compound on his own. As he followed Hector, Evan felt an
increasing sense of apprehension. Something was amiss. 


During previous visits the complex
he observed a rather serene environment where everything and everyone worked as
a function of the complex itself. Crown Soldiers quietly stood guard at
entrances, roamed the interior corridors, and went about the usual business of
protecting Terra and its residents. That untroubled scene was gone, replaced
with a discordant atmosphere that left Evan feeling uneasy. Soldiers were
dressed in their formal uniforms, boots newly polished, fitted jackets with
various insignias inscribed in metallic colored threads, and weapons holstered
at their sides. The sight of them with weapons was still as unnerving has it
had been the first time. 


There were triple the number of
Soldiers present, if not more, forming lines in multiples as higher ranking
officials shouted instructions at them. More soldiers congregated around great
panels of glass which glowed with maps that animated, updating in real-time.
All around the complex was a cacophony of orders and salutes from the soldiers.
He had never seen so many before and the feeling that there were even more out
in the corridors of Terra did little to quell his uneasiness.


Hector led him toward an entryway
stocked with half a dozen soldiers, more than any other door or corridor. The
first two soldiers at either side nodded at Hector as they both approached,
their bodies moving to open the great double doors as they neared. Just as the
doors parted there was a shuffling from somewhere behind them and the voices
lowered into hushed tones. Evan turned to see someone, a woman by the look of
her, being escorted by two rows of a dozen soldiers, a sheath of black fabric
draped over her head to disguise her face. 


Hector moved next to Evan and used
the extension of his arm to move him backwards as he stepped back, making room
for the soldiers to escort their prisoner through the very entryway. The room
fell into a silence as nearly every head turned to look at the prisoner. Clearly
there was a lot that Evan had missed in only a short period of time. He
wondered what other surprises were awaiting him. 


As the convoy moved in through the
entryway Hector took hold of his arm again and escorted him in afterward,
bringing up the rear of the convoy into the room.  It was more lavish than the
monochromatic simplicity of the rest of the Military Complex, the glass walls
depicting a fantastic view of the universe similar to the one in the Throne
Room. Crown Soldiers in their finest military uniforms formed a perimeter along
the walls of the room, each standing ramrod straight and at full attention. 


The soldiers escorting the prisoner
moved to the center of the room and formed a semi-circle around her, each of
them standing at attention towards a focal point in the room. As the movement
stopped Evan noticed a second circular formation of soldiers around a second
prisoner, who also had a black hood around their head. He had the distinct
feeling the second prisoner was male. 


“Evander Nero,” a familiar voice
called smoothly. It had been a long time since he last heard the Queen Mother’s
cool voice, and even then it made his shoulders snap back. He turned his
attention away from the prisoners and to the center of the room. Three ornate
chairs were situated on a platform that constituted a throne, the Queen and
Queen Mother in two and the empty third at Kyra’s side. They were each dressed
in richly-colored robes with elaborate embroideries made of thick golden thread
and jeweled crowns sat atop their meticulously adorned heads. There had not
been such pomp and circumstance since the days of Kyra’s coronation and wedding
ceremonies. 


Evan bowed his head deeply before
the Queen Mother and to the Queen, who looked down on him with wide eyes and a
constrained smile. “Your Highnesses,” he greeted.


“I have not seen you in some time,
Evander. You seem to have grown into a man worthy of your father’s name,” the
Queen Mother spoke. Her words were an unwelcome surprise to him. Though he felt
she was culpable in the death of his parents, verbalizing such an accusation
would be tantamount to treason and subject to the severest of punishments. He
had long ago learned to keep his anger contained within him and would not let
her brazen greeting alter the habit. 


“You honor me, Your Highness.
Surely I am unqualified to be present at a proceeding such as this?”


“On the contrary, Evander, your
lifelong friendship with the Crown has conferred upon you a most unique
position. The Queen tells me you have been a trusted companion of both hers and
her husband’s, and by extension you are a trusted appointee of these
proceedings.”


Evan took a moment to survey his
surroundings again, the formations of Crown Soldiers standing pointedly about
the room around the two faceless prisoners, seeming less ceremonial and more
like a trial. 


“Please, join us,” she requested,
her arm extending towards the empty seat on the throne.


The Queen Mother’s mention of Owyn
made him realize that it was the King’s presence that was missing from the room,
the third chair a glaring reminder of his absence. He couldn’t imagine where
the King could possibly be that would take him away from the gathering, and
surely they would not invite him to sit in the King’s place.


His confusion must have been
evident; the Queen stood from her seat, the thick robe she wore draping down so
that it grazed the floor. Her hand extended towards the empty seat and her
reserved smile invited him to the join at her side to preside over the court. 


Despite his confusion he knew better
than to blatantly ignore the commands of the sovereign, and so stepped onto the
raised platform and sat down stiffly into the King’s seat. The Queen regained
her own seat and looked toward her mother, nodding her permission to continue.
The Queen Mother sat up straighter, her posture ever more prominent.


“Unmask the prisoners,” she
commanded. Evan watched as Hector and Alcander, who he hadn’t noticed was in
the room, walked up to each of the two prisoners and simultaneously unhooded
them. Thea Thanatos’ eyes were unmoved and trained on the Queen Mother, her
face set in stone as she gazed up at the familiar woman.


It was the second prisoner’s face
that caught him by surprise, a face so familiar and unexpected that Evan had to
fight the sudden urge to audibly gasp. It was the King, hands bound behind him
and surrounded by Crown Soldiers.  


 

Chapter
21: The Crown and the Laurel


 


Zoe and Eva walked the distance in
silence, each of them taking in the view like thirst to water. The thicket of
trees had thinned significantly as they walked - at least two miles in Zoe’s
estimation. The rich forest was intensely colored around them, every shade of
green imaginable blooming from every trunk, leaf and stem. The trees, once so
tightly packed together that their tops formed a thick canopy, had grown
thinner and farther apart, allowing light to stream down in sharp rays. A small
meadow of grass started beneath their feet, stretching out towards the horizon
of light until the ground was a blanket of emerald-colored blades. 


Silence lingered between them. Zoe
often looked to Eva for any hint of conversation but often found her staring,
absorbing the greenery around them. Her hand was still softly coiled with
Eva’s, though she imagined it was more for Eva’s benefit than her own.
Irrespective of who had been on Terra longer it was obvious that Eva never once
stepped foot in any part of Terra that wasn’t a fabrication or a desolate
wasteland. For her the forest must have been like exploring another world
rather than her own home. 


The light they’d followed formed
into an oddly-shaped ball, a sun of fire bringing the land to life. She
remembered the absence of any sun on the transport ride to Last City, wondering
what was so different about the two sides of what seemed to be a small planet.
It was the proverbial greener grass on the other side and Zoe wondered why
anyone would willingly live in the grey drabness when the other side was
so rich with color and life. 


“Why do you think you all don’t
live here?” Zoe asked, breaking the silence. “I mean, if I had my choice
between the two Terras I know which one I’d pick,” she claimed.


“Honestly, I’m asking myself that
very question right now,” Eva answered. 


“If this is where the souls of dead
people go to live then sign me up.”


Eva looked at her strangely. “To
what, die?”


Zoe let out a laugh so quiet she
was sure only she could hear. “Yes, well it wouldn’t be the first time.”


“What do you mean by that?”


She sighed a little and thought of
Evan. “Your brother didn’t tell you?”


“No? He never really told me much
about you to begin with. He’s like that.”


“He probably didn’t know how to
start a conversation about preventing a stranger’s suicide.” The audible gasp
from Eva did not surprise her one bit. “I took a running leap off a cliff
towards the Pacific Ocean and Evan caught me.”


“He caught you?” she asked.


“Jumped right after me and brought
me to the beach shore three miles away.” She felt Eva’s hand tighten in her
own, their interlocking fingers like a vice.


“Why’d you do it?”


“I was empty inside, Eva. My life
felt like, well like the other side of Terra: devoid of anything meaningful,
drab and ugly. I had a completely different life before Evan caught me and I
wanted it to end.”


“I don’t understand,” Eva shrugged.
“You must have been in Gaia for hundreds of years. How do you not remember any
of that? You must have known somehow that there something different about your
life?”


“As far as I know I’m 25 years old
and have lived my entire life in Santa Barbara, but obviously there is a lot
more to it than that. As far as I’m concerned, I may as well have died the day
I met Evan and every day since has been some version of an afterlife.”


Eva clicked her tongue and took a
sweeping look around at their surroundings. “If there is such a thing I hope
it’s as beautiful as this.”


Zoe was taken aback. “You don’t
believe there is an afterlife?”


Eva paused, seemingly to choose her
words carefully. “I think that’s an attitude shared by people who don’t know
much about the universe.”


“Ah.” As far as everyone back home
on Earth was concerned the existence of other universes, let alone an alternate
one, was based strictly in theory and suggestion. Compared to everything she
witnessed so far in Terra, her own people were eons behind when it came to space
exploration.


Oh, right. Those weren’t
really her people. 


“What is that?” Eva asked, her arm
extended out to point at what appeared to be a very wide staircase built into
and from the ground, leading like a spindly, moss-covered pathway up and out
further than either of them could see. Crops of bushes thick with small green
leaves and little white flowers lined the stair pathway on both sides. 


Zoe unrolled the map concealed in
her hand and watched as the ink changed before her eyes. The crown and laurel
stood at the edge of a double helix drawn in bright green ink, the forest
dissipating around them into blank paper. She understood they were meant to
climb the stairs and follow them wherever they may lead, but what was beyond
them? How much farther did they need to walk before finally arriving at their
destination?


Without preamble they began the
ascent up the stairway, their boots sinking into the land as they climbed. The
light dimmed into an ambient glow that lilted above the greenery so that
everything was drenched in twilight, the leaves just touched with light. The
moments passed as they climbed higher, the light never changing as they moved. 


“I wasn’t exactly prepared for all
this exercise,” Zoe chuckled. Despite the levity her calves had begun to cramp,
the hamstrings in her legs over-stretching enough to make the movements
uncomfortable.


“I think it’s almost done. Look,”
Eva pointed to the map. Indeed, the crown and laurel moved along the length of
the double helix, the end of which was met with what appeared to be a coil
curled around into a large empty space. 


Zoe released a breath of air as she
saw the last few steps and climbed them eagerly. The earthy land ended with a
cobblestone path that spread out before them. Light ascended into brightness
again, lifting the dark of their surroundings to reveal an aisle with two-story
white walls on either side of them with half archways arcading around on both
levels. Tall trees with the thinnest of trunks grew like solid wood vines up
the sides of the walls until their branches and leaves fell like a canopy at
the top, forming a green ceiling. Within the canopy a smattering of lights came
to life, illuminating beneath the foliage like stars in a sky. 


There were no doors in the walls
that Zoe could see, and the archways merely engaged into the building itself to
create a facade of ledges. 


“I’ve never seen anything like this
before,” Eva whispered. She looked to Zoe with wide and astonished eyes. “It’s
almost primitive looking.”


“I was about to say it looks more
like Earth,” Zoe interjected. She felt there was something oddly familiar about
the place. If she didn’t know any better she might think she was walking down
an old alleyway somewhere in Europe, lost in the charm and history of a city
built long ago. 


She consulted the map again. The
double helix representing the staircase was replaced with the coiling aisle
they stood in, a series of geometric shapes sitting in the center. 


They continued through the aisle,
the echo of their footsteps bouncing gently off the walls and back at their
ears. There was no other sign of life around them but Zoe had the sense that it
was the place itself that was alive and responding to their presence. She had
the distinct feeling that their destination was close by, and that they were
expected. 


Eva must have had the same feeling.
She adjusted the strap of the bag on her shoulder and fidgeted with her
clothing, pulling her top down farther, her pants up higher, and smoothing the
tendrils of hair around her face that had fallen loose along the way. Both
slowed their pace as they walked the wounding pathway, each concentric arc
identical to the one that preceded it. Whether it was abandoned or merely
forgotten in time, the architecture of the building was unspoiled by the elements.
Any blemishes, cracks or scrapes, appeared largely purposeful, like a pair of
brand new jeans that already had holes and fade marks. It was an eerie silence
away from being a total ghost town.


As they rounded yet another corner
the walls tapered off into a vast rotunda the size of a football field. Smaller
buildings scattered about in the middle, each of them crawling with vines and
plumes of large lavender flowers that climbed to the terra cotta hipped roofs.
Each building was a different height and width, most of them resembling small
versions of homes. 


High above the rotunda a convex
glass ceiling was a window to the universe above, the deep amethyst and blue
colored sky dappled with tiny pinpoints of bright light. Beneath them the
cobblestone ground receded and returned to a meadow, soft blades of grass
spread out over the field that fed green into the crawling vines. Nothing apart
from the walls lacked the deep hue of a fantastic jewel-tone color, everything
deeply saturated like a fantasy landscape. 


Neither of them moved from where
they entered. Zoe dared not move and risk spoiling the perfectly kept and
untouched environment. She looked to the map again and noticed the crown burned
its shape into the paper; the lightly singed edges a golden hue while the
laurel continued to pulsate like a heartbeat. 


“I think this is it,” she
announced, handing the map to Eva for confirmation.


Eva took only a moment to look at
the map before rolling it back up and unzipping the bag to place it back
inside. “Now what?”


Before Zoe could answer a door from
one of the center buildings opened and a figure emerged. It was a man, roughly
the same age as Zoe and who seemed to share her brown eyes and dark hair. He
was tall and fit with a distinct posture as he walked. Though he seemed
relatively harmless, Zoe still found herself reaching for Eva’s now familiar
hand and squeezing it tightly. 


The closer he approached the more
Zoe realized there was something off about his appearance, like a
photograph that was taken slightly out of focus. He seemed to almost be fading
out as though he weren’t a real person at all, but a hologram. The closer he
approached the more in focus his image became.


“Hello?” Zoe called out. She did
not want wait for him to close the distance between them before finding out whom
or what he was. The stranger stopped before them and moved his gaze from Eva to
Zoe, smiling as though he recognized them both.


“I have been waiting to look upon
your face again, Zoe Thanatos. You have been absent from Terra for a long time,
but you still have grown into the woman your mother and I always imagined you
would,” he pronounced. His voice was thick and mellow, the sound as comforting
as rain. His face settled into a proud smile, his eyes crinkled just so at the
corners. 


Her hand relaxed in Eva’s. “Who are
you?” she asked quietly.


“My name is Zopyros. I am the
former King of Terra, husband of Thea Thanatos, and most importantly, your
father.”


Eva squeezed her fingers, not from
fear but as a gesture of support. Zoe knew in her heart he was telling her the
truth, but she need only look at his face to know he was indeed her own flesh
and blood. The more she tried to recall any memories of a family on Earth, the
more she realized they did not exist, and that she’d never really questioned it
before.  Yet looking at him, she felt a loss she had not known before. She
missed him, and there in the Forgotten Gardens she began to realize the vast
part of her life that was truly forgotten.


“This place is my real home, isn’t
it?” she asked. 


Zopyros nodded. “You were born and
meant to live your life as our Queen here. Unfortunately, the course of our
lives veered off irrevocably.” He turned then to Eva and smiled at her. “I
assume either you or your brother is responsible for finding my daughter?” he
asked.


“My brother. Though until recently
I thought that was nothing more than a coincidence,” Eva admitted.


“Hardly,” he chuckled. “The Nero’s
have been friends of the Thanatos family long before I met and fell in love
with Thea. We hoped that you both would one day join our family and bring about
a new era of the Crown. Again, our plans were not as we made them.”


Zoe and Eva exchanged looks. A
Thanatos-Nero family to rule Terra? They knew their families were connected but
not quite to that extent. Were they not far away from arranged marriages? Would
Zoe and Eva have eventually been sisters? 


Sisters. Family. The thoughts
brought Zoe’s attention back to her father. “Are you the only one here? If
you’re married to Thea then why are you here when she is in Royal City?” she
asked.


“Because this is where their souls
come to rest,” Eva gasped as though the thought had just occurred to her. She
must not have realized the full extent of just what that entailed until seeing
Zopyros with her own eyes.


“She’s right. I was the one to send
you through the gate to another universe and I have been here ever since,
waiting for you to return.”


A shiver resonated down Zoe’s
spine. She remembered how he appeared to her at first, like an out-of-focus
photograph, rough around the edges. Zopyros must have sensed her sudden
uneasiness because he reached out and gently placed a hand on her shoulder. The
sensation was strange, like a spark of electricity rather than a corporeal
form. Her skin vibrated beneath his touch, warming from the contact of energy.


“It may help to think of me as a
program rather than as a ghost, Zoe. That is what you refer to those who are no
longer living but stay around, right?” 


The word ‘ghost’ sent
another tingling shiver down her spine. Though, she much preferred ‘ghost’ to
‘zombie’ or ‘undead.’ She took a deep breath of air and expelled, shaking the
thoughts away. “Okay, so you’ve been waiting for me and I’ve been sent here.
What now?”


“Now you have a choice to make. Had
you grown up in the life intended for you, you would have been a different
person. Alas, you’ve grown up outside of Terra and you are understandably
unfamiliar with our customs, our way of life, and your role as part of the
royal Thanatos family. There is much to teach you if you are willing to learn.”


“Learn what I was meant to grow up
with, you mean?”


“Yes. Your mother has been
preparing for your return since the moment you left her arms, and has gone to
great lengths to assure that your identity can be restored to what it once was.
Doing so would mean sacrificing the life you have lived so far outside this
world and restoring your birth right as Queen.”


Zoe looked from her father to Eva
and then to the ground, her eyes fixating absentmindedly on a blade of grass.
They too remained quiet as she contemplated his words, trying to weigh the pros
and cons as best as she could manage. She started the journey to the Forgotten
Gardens to help Eva, Evan, and everyone else whose lives had been forever
changed because of the Stratons. What Zopyros was offering was unexpected, and
she wasn’t sure she was prepared to stay in Terra indefinitely, let alone take
on the responsibility of Queen. 


“You said I had a choice to make. I
can stay here and you do your magic and make me into the version of myself I
was apparently born to live. What is the other option?”


Zopyros’ smile faded a touch as his
dropped to the ground momentarily. “I can send you back to where you came from,
back to the life you have been living. If you wish, I can even make it so that
you retain no memory of your time here or of the people you’ve met.”


Just like that? She could go home
to Earth, back home to Santa Barbara where everything was familiar? Back to a
life she had come so close to ending? Was there no middle-ground?


“Couldn’t I just help bring down
the Stratons and then decide what I want to do with my life? I’m not sure I
could really make the right choice if forced to decide right now.”


The corners of his mouth turned
into a contemplative purse. “I understand this will be difficult for you, Zoe.
What you must appreciate is that we have long been planning for this and have
had the time to consider all possible avenues. This may be a quick decision for
you, but for us this has been half a generation of waiting, planning, and
anticipating. The Thanatos family created everything you see here in Terra and
it is paramount that the Thanatos family alone be the one to wear the crown.”


“What about the others? Zara and
Zarek?” she asked. 


Eva’s face screwed into a puzzling stare.
“Who is Zarek?” she asked.


“My brother,” Zoe explained. “You
said they were never found alive or dead, so chances are they could still be
alive, right?”


Eva looked at her, utterly confused.
“How did you find out his name was Zarek?”


“I don’t know,” Zoe shrugged. The
name had come to her so naturally she just assumed someone had told her.
“Didn’t you know?”


“No,” Eva replied. She looked to
Zopyros for confirmation. “Is Zarek his name?”


“Yes, it is,” he answered, his eyes
on Zoe. “Zarek has not been seen or heard from since the overtaking. Your
sister, on the other hand, is a different story.”


“Zara?” Zoe asked. She felt a
sudden pull from her chest, a familial tug of her heart that she had not felt
before. Could it be? Her sister was alive and accounted for? 


Zopyros frowned, looking
apologetically at her. “Telling you requires a decision to reclaim your
birthright, Zoe. There are things you can only know if it is your desire to
return to your rightful place. Otherwise the knowledge may linger like regret
should you decide to return to your home. I’m afraid I can’t tell you any more
than that.”


Zoe felt deflated. The choice she
was being forced to make was unfair and she didn’t like it. How could she be
expected to make a decision that would set the course for the rest of her life?
If she left it would be with the knowledge that she could never return, or
possibly even without any of the memories she had made since meeting Evan and
Eva. What would her life be then? 


“I don’t know how to be a leader,
let alone a Queen. How do you know I’ll be any good at it?”


“I know because it is what you are
destined for, Zoe,” he affirmed. “Your path has always been to the crown and
once you are restored to your rightful identity you more than anyone will know
that. You will not be going into the position blind.”


Zoe was still confused. “Are you
saying that once you magic my memories I’ll be a different person?”


“No, who you are now is the
different person. Should you decide to embrace your true self you will be
equipped with all of the knowledge and insight you would have gained had you
grown up into your true life. You will inherently know what to do.” He sighed
and looked upon her with regretful resignation. “Unfortunately, you must decide
now. The longer we digress the more fragile our plan becomes.”


Eva suddenly turned to Zoe and took
her hands in hers. “You can do this, Zoe. You know you can. You already made
the choice once; it won’t be hard to make it again.”


Zoe nodded. “You’re right.” In her
heart she had already made the decision. It was her brain that needed to catch
up. She had a mother who had sacrificed her entire life for her, a brother who
needed to be found, and a sister whose whereabouts were known. It was every
reason she needed to stay, to turn her back on Earth and embrace the life she
was meant to have, however difficult it may be. She turned back to her father
and smiled kindly at him. 


“That which seems lost in Terra
rarely ever is. You’ll soon know what matters.” He turned towards Eva and
nodded at her. “She’ll be right behind you.”


A momentary look of fear and
confusion washed across Eva’s face before Zopyros placed a hand on her
shoulder. In a blink she was gone and Zoe’s hand fell to her side, empty
without Eva’s fingers entwined around them. 


“What the hell?” Zoe cried. Her
feet carried her forwards into the space Eva had just occupied, her mind empty
of comprehension. 


“Don’t worry, Zoe. Evadine is
safe.”


“She just disappeared!” she
exclaimed, though even her own words left her disbelieving.


“I’ve sent her back to Royal City
where she belongs. You’ll see her soon.”


“How did you do that? How did you
just make her disappear into thin air?”


“I’m afraid the answer isn’t nearly
as mystical as you may be expecting. I told you to think of me as a program,
right?” Zoe nodded. “I effectively acted as a gate and sent her back to where
she came from. I promise you she’s perfectly fine.”


She felt her heart beat slowing,
the breath in her airways flowing with increased ease. A tender vibrating
sensation on her shoulder caught her attention and she looked up to find her
father’s hand placed on it like he had before, the tingling electricity growing
at his prolonged touch. After witnessing what had happened to Eva she expected
to disappear herself and reappear someplace else entirely. To her great
surprise she remained still 


Zopyros looked like a man who had
suffered deep loss, his mouth downcast into a frown and his too-big brown eyes
misty with tears. “Your birth was one of the happiest moments of my life, and
sending you away was one of the worst. However, I’m pleased to see you now, the
spitting image of your mother, no less.”


The electric sensation moved across
her neck to her shoulder, then down her arms and torso, filling her chest with
the current. She had the distinct sense that her father was saying goodbye
after only just making his presence known.


“I thought there was more to tell
me?”


“This is how I tell you, Zoe. My
purpose here is finished.”


“I don’t understand.” What about
her sister and brother? There was a world of information she was meant to learn
from him, but it seemed as though their time was up.


“You will.” 


Her legs began to vibrate beneath
her and she found it increasingly difficult to maintain her balance. Muscles
convulsed beneath her skin, the tingling electrifying nerve endings until her
entire body was shaking violently. Her vision blurred the world around her
becoming unfocused and bleary. Her legs buckled beneath her and she fell to the
ground, the soft meadow of grass padding her knees and arms as they moved to
support her. Her mind exploded as she crashed onto her back, limbs still
convulsing around her. Her mouth opened to call for Zopyros but the sound was
silent as it escaped. 


As she lay on the ground, her body
convulsing uncontrollably against the crisp blades of grass, only one coherent
thought could register in the scalding pain of her mind: I am dying. It
didn’t feel anything like the liberating sensation she felt at Potato Harbor.
This was unplanned, unintentional, and not at all what she expected. 


Shards of teeth stabbed the insides
of her mouth as her jaw clenched and unclenched, her teeth smashing into each
other as her head violently shook. A burning sensation radiated through bones
and muscles as she fought the shaking, using any amount of strength and
willpower she had left to fight for control over her body. The heat was
searing, ripping through her insides from shoulders to toes. She could hear the
sound of blood pumping furiously through her body, flowing fast and furiously
to her head and heart as she twisted. 


Then, suddenly it stopped. 


Quicker than it started her body
fell still and silent, only a sporadic tick of a firing nerve jostling a leg or
finger. Her head rolled to one side and she could taste a buildup of blood and
shards of teeth collecting in the cup of her cheek. The frenetic pumping of
blood quieted too, her heart beat echoing with slowing pace inside her chest. 


Still, the only thought in her mind
was of her mortality. I’m dying. I am dying. There was one final twitch
in her shoulder before her body stilled completely. She counted the lub-dub
of her heartbeat - one, two, and three - before it stopped completely. Her
tired body gave up and sank deep into the meadow. Her lungs emptied with a
final exhale before her chest fell into a concave beneath her ribs. There was
nothing then except her body, straddled lifelessly in a beautiful meadow, alone
in the Forgotten Gardens.


 

Chapter
22: The Standoff


 


Terra no longer looked like a world
Evan recognized. The King and Thea Thanatos were shackled, surrounded by Crown
Soldiers while the Queen and Queen Mother presided over them like judge and
jury, the soldiers their executioners. He’d never imagined the King was capable
of betraying the Crown - his own family - and struggled to comprehend what was
happening before him. Whatever plan they were operating on appeared to have
failed. Was that it? Had everything gone horribly wrong? It was all he could do
to not let his face register his fear. What was going to happen to his sister?
To Zoe? 


Just as perplexing was his seat on
the throne, specifically the King’s seat. Irrespective of the King’s
imprisonment, Evan had no business taking his place, sitting at the same level
as the royal family. It wasn’t just the Queen putting their relationship on
display, but the Queen Mother condoning it. How much did she know? Why would
she even approve of such a show? There was something more going on that he was
not privy to and it left him feeling on edge. 


The Queen Mother was like a statue
in her seat; perfectly straight and unmoving as she stared down at Thea with
unrelenting eyes. Thea stood motionless in her captive state and returned the
Queen Mother’s cold stare, her eyes betraying nothing of her inner demeanor. 


Historically it was an
unprecedented meeting. Two former queens, one long considered dead and the
woman who took her crown, together again in a room full of people bound by
honor to obey one family and do as commanded without question. Thea didn’t
stand a chance with those odds.


Kyra was the first to speak. “Why
don’t we give our guests some breathing room?” She motioned to the soldiers
surrounding Thea and the King and they stepped back a few feet, never breaking
formation. The two were left standing alone, their arms joined at the wrists in
front of them. 


“Very good,” she said, her voice
cool and calm. “Now then, what is your name?” she asked the Elder woman.


Thea’s stance remained unchanged as
her eyes moved from the Queen Mother to Kyra. Evan noticed a touch of warmth in
her face as she looked to the Queen, her gaze softening almost imperceptibly. 


“My name is Thea Thanatos.”


“Thea Thanatos is dead,” Kyra
replied, her tone matter-of-fact, even cold.


Thea kept her eyes on Kyra. “You’ve
been misinformed.”


“How do you recommend we verify the
identity of a dead woman?”


Thea’s eyes cooled as they moved to
the Queen Mother, what little softness she had shown Kyra gone. “Ask Korina.
She knows exactly who I am.”


Kyra straightened in her seat. “You
will address her as the Queen Mother and nothing else!” she commanded. The
force of her words echoed around the room until it quietly died in the walls.
The King bowed his head, his eyes cast downward in an attempt to avoid the eyes
of either Queen. 


Thea was unmoved. “Every Thanatos
before me has worn the crown of Terra since the very birth of this world; killing
us in no way entitled you to our birthright.” The Queen Mother sat unchanged as
she stared down at Thea, the former queen’s words having no apparent affect on
her.


“Yet I was Queen and now my
daughter is.” The Queen Mother appeared to enjoy having Thea at her mercy. The
vitriolic tone in her words had not gone unnoticed by Evan, who was wondering
just how deep the animosity between the two women was. 


Thea let a calm breath escape
quietly through her mouth. “She may wear the crown in name, but it does not
rightfully belong to her, Korina.”


Kyra stood and stared down at Thea,
the height from the throne’s platform giving her considerable height and an
imposing stature. “You will not be warned again!” she admonished. Around the
room every Crown Soldier straightened. Evan never once witnessed the Queen
raise her voice in such a manner, or move with such authority as she towered
over the room from her throne. She resumed her seat but kept her eyes locked on
Thea. 


The Queen Mother relaxed in her
seat and placed her elbows on the padded arms. There was a smug smile of
satisfaction on her face that curled a knot in Evan’s stomach. “Take a careful
look around you, old friend. This is not the Terra you remember from your
childhood. We’re stronger, more advanced, and by all accounts better off
without you.”


“Stronger against what? The
residents of Terra are a peaceful people. What would they need armed soldiers
for? No. That was your doing. You knew you had no right to the crown so you
took it by force with paid thugs.” Thea ignored the looks from the soldiers
around the room who grumbled at her words. “As far as advancements are
concerned you can thank me and my family for that. Every time a Resident steps
into a gate to travel to another world they do so because we created the
technology. Any piece of technology you can point to in this city was designed
and built by a Thanatos. The only thing you contributed to, old friend,
was our demise.”


“Enough with this,” Kyra commanded.
“No one cares to hear you carry on about your dead family.” 


Evan watched as Thea’s face
dropped, the Queen’s biting remarks registering the intended cruelty. He had
never known Kyra to be uncaring, and to hear her speak of Thea’s family without
a modicum of respect left him feeling sick. It was the Stratons who murdered
the Thanatos family, not the other way around.


The Queen continued. “Thea
Thanatos, you are accused of stealing a volume of the Royal Anthology, conspiracy
to commit fraud against the royal family, kidnapping and holding the King
hostage, and the attempt to flee custody of the Crown. How do you respond to
these changes?”


“One cannot steal what is
rightfully theirs,” Thea disputed. Her eyes moved from Kyra to the Queen Mother
where they stayed, a burning intensity in her dark eyes. “I have committed no
fraud against the royal family because I am the royal family. There is
no King of Terra to kidnap or hold hostage and am therefore innocent of that
charge as well. I do not recognize the authority of these men you have paid and
placed in uniforms, and therefore made no attempts to escape the company of
anyone whose title is ill-conceived and fabricated.” 


The Queen let out a tsk-tsk-tsk
and shook her head at Thea’s response. “I get it. You obviously place no value
on your life and are willing to give it up for some dream that died half a
generation ago.” Her sympathetic smile was insincere, condescending even. After
a moment she turned her attention from Thea to the King and the smile faded.
“Perhaps she cares more about the lives of others? Her coconspirator for
example?”


The King looked up to meet his
wife’s eyes, his face resolute but also careful. He knew better than to be so
brazen with the Queen or Queen Mother, unlike Thea. 


“Owyn you disappoint me,” Kyra
proclaimed. “Disloyalty and treason are not qualities suitable in a King. Your
deception is twofold; you’ve not only betrayed your people but also your own
family.”


The King held his head up and looked
plainly at Kyra. “Disloyalty. Treason. Deception. Those are tenets of the
Straton family name, are they not? Am I really being accused of the same crimes
committed by my own family?”


The Queen Mother scoffed from her
seat. “That’s a hefty accusation coming from someone who was taken in by this
family and appointed King. Where exactly do you think you’d be without your
family, Owyn?” 


The King shrugged. “Dead, like they
are. Isn’t that right, Aunt Korina?” Several of the soldiers moved forward
towards him but stopped abruptly when Kyra put her hand up. 


“As King you more than anyone know
the consequences of the actions you have taken. That tells me it was a
conscious decision on your part and one you’re willing to suffer the
consequences for. Am I correct?” Owyn remained silent as he returned the
Queen’s stare. She nodded at him before looking up towards her mother, who
stood and made her way down the raised throne. The thick fabric of her robe
splayed out behind her to form a brilliantly colored transport, the golden
embroidery catching the light in the room around them. She moved to stand in
front of Owyn as half a dozen Crown Soldiers formed parallel rows around him,
guarding his movements carefully. 


The Queen Mother produced a scroll
from inside her robe and handed it to Hector, who had appeared at her side. He
unrolled the scroll and held it stiffly in his hands. From his vantage point
Evan couldn’t see what it was, but had the distinct feeling it wasn’t good. Owyn
glanced at the document but his face remained unchanged. Was he expecting this?


“I may be the Queen Mother but I
still maintain a certain amount of power in Terra, which includes the power to
nullify certain arrangements made during my reign as Queen. As your signature
on this document binds you in legal marriage to my daughter, a second abrogates
it.” She presented to him a golden pen. “If you please.” 


Owyn looked from the Queen Mother
to Hector and then at the document. Without any obvious hesitation he accepted
the pen and scrawled his name on the document before silently returning the pen
to her. She placed it inside her robe and nodded towards Hector.


“See to it that document reaches
the Royal Archive.” Hector bowed his head in acknowledgement before turning and
heading for the door. The Queen Mother turned towards the throne and smiled
with satisfaction at Kyra. Her eyes darted quickly towards Evan before she made
her way back up the throne and regained her seat. Evan looked to Thea and
watched as she observed scene before her. She didn’t look one bit surprised. In
fact she seemed to smile a little, as though everything was right on track.
Thea kept her eyes on the Queen as she rose from her seat and climbed down the
throne, walking to the very spot in front of Owyn where her mother had stood.


“You don’t look very surprised,
dear,” she spoke to him.


“What’s to be surprised about? I’ve
always known your true intentions, where your loyalty and your heart live.”
Evan felt his cheeks burn under the gaze of his former lover’s now ex-husband. 


“So you know what happens next
then?” 


“I do.” Owyn looked back to Kyra.
“Your Highness.”


“I, Kyra
Straton, Queen of Terra and of the original families, do hereby expropriate you
of your royal rank and title from this time forward. You will renounce any associations
of your title and make no attempt to pursue any privileges enjoyed by the royal
family. Do you understand?”


“I do,”
he acknowledged with a nod. 


“Furthermore,”
she continued, “as you will live the rest of your days removed of your royal
title, so will you live them dissociated from the Straton family name. You will
from this point be given the surname of Terra to distinguish you from any house
association. Do you understand?”


Owyn’s
skin paled but his expression remained. “I do.”


“Now as
for the crimes you are accused of,” Kyra began again, pacing in small steps
before him. 


Evan’s
attention was drawn away from the scene when he realized the Queen Mother had
stood and crossed over the throne to him. 


“A word,
please,” she motioned to him. He stood and followed her down the pedestal and behind
the throne, just out of earshot and visibility of the Queen and Crown Soldiers.
She leaned in close to him, her golden eyes glinting with a smile. “I’m sure by
now you’ve assessed why you’ve been summoned here for these proceedings?” she
spoke softly.


If
only. “Unfortunately, I haven’t.” He
wasn’t comfortable being so close to her. She was the woman responsible for the
demise of not only the Thanatos family, but also his. However indirect her
responsibility was in the death of his parents he still blamed her. He knew
better than to share those feelings with anyone. Still, he kept his anger and
hatred sealed tight beneath his outer composure.


“I have
been reliably informed that it was you who lead the way to Last City to
retrieve the book and Owyn. You even accompanied Thea as she was being brought
into the custody of the crown?”


His first
instinct was to panic. After what he’d witnessed with the King he knew she
would have no compunction about punishing him as well. However, he would not
have been invited to sit at the Queen’s side if the intent was to punish him.
He relaxed a little and nodded his head in acknowledgement.


She
leaned in closer. “I’ve also been made aware of a special relationship you and
my daughter have cultivated recently. She tells me you have been a trusted
confidante and a very loyal companion to the Crown.” Evan had no doubt in his
mind that ‘special relationship’ was a polite euphemism for the affair
and it surprised him to see she wasn’t the least bit upset by the knowledge of
it. Instead she looked rather pleased, even somewhat proud. As close as she
stood he could see the delicate features of her face, the stark contrast they
made against the severity of her slicked back blonde hair.


“Your Highness,”
he began with hesitation. 


“Please,”
she interrupted. “Call me Korina.”


That did
surprise him, so much so that he had to swallow hard to give himself a moment
to recover. Every instinct told him not to address her so informally, but knew
she would object otherwise. “Korina, I am deeply apologetic for any disrespect
that may have been reflected in my actions.”


“Disrespect?
No, Evander, you misunderstand me.” She looked rather amused. “As Queen my
daughter is free to pursue any relationship she desires. I’m not so naive that
I would expect her to remain faithful to a man she did not love.”


As much
as he could maintain his composure, he could not keep his cheeks from burning
beneath the assault of her words. He wasn’t embarrassed she knew, but felt a sense
of shame that she would speak to him about it so openly. He kept quiet as she
continued.


“Considering
the former King’s predilection for disloyalty and in light of the events that
have just transpired, it occurs to me that I now have the opportunity to
correct a mistake I made a very long time ago.” She held her hands in front of
her chest and pressed her fingertips together forming a pyramid. She looked
down at them deep in thought, considering her next words carefully. 


“Selecting
Owyn was a calculated move on my part, and one that has obviously had some
unsavory consequences for all involved. Simply put, I should have allowed Kyra,
or trusted her rather, to make the selection herself based on her feelings,
rather than my agenda. She is free to do that now.”


“Your
Highness, the Queen and I are no longer…” he tried searching for the right words.
Having an affair? No, that would not work. In the absence of any
seemingly appropriate word, he instead decided on a change in tone. “I have no
doubt that the Queen, as beautiful and bright as she is, will have any
difficulty selecting a man who will not only be faithful and loyal to the
Crown, but to her first and above all else.”


The Queen
Mother smiled. “My sentiments exactly. I believe she has already come to a
decision on the matter.”


It was
just as he suspected. “Me?” Like there was even a question about it. He
couldn’t help but hope she was speaking too soon and possibly without the
consent of Kyra. She knew his feelings and even seemed to respect them. However,
he was invited to sit on the throne at her side, to sit in the King’s seat and
preside over the trial, or whatever it was. Was she including him so intimately
because she indeed viewed him as a loyal friend of the Crown, or was there more
to it? 


A great
sound from the other side of the throne brought his attention back into the
present. A rumble of men talking all at once broke out as Evan and the Queen
Mother returned to the crowd. 


“Where
did she come from?” the Queen demanded, her voice a mix of shock and alarm.
Evan looked in the direction of the commotion, his heart skipping a beat when
he recognized the face of the person being held by no less than three Crown
Soldiers.


“Eva?” he
called out for her. She looked every bit as frightened as he felt in the
moment, the proximity of the armed soldiers flanking her unsettling.


“Who is
this girl? How did she get in here?” asked the Queen Mother. 


“She’s my
sister,” Evan exclaimed. He made his way to Eva and, ignoring the immediate
protests of the surrounding soldiers, placed his hands on either side of her
face to get a good look at her. She didn’t look hurt, just surprised and
momentarily frightened. Her eyes were wide and bright as her limbs struggled
against the grips of her captors. “Please, you can let her go. This isn’t
necessary.”


“Just a
minute,” the Queen Mother interjected. She stood at Evan’s left while the Queen
moved to his right. “You are Evadine?”


“Yes,”
Eva answered. “I’m sorry I had no idea what was going on or...” she stopped to
look at her surroundings and noticed both Thea and Owyn bound beside her, held
as prisoners. “Clearly I’ve trespassed.”


“Yes, and
how exactly?” The Queen asked. “How did you get in here?”


Eva’s
eyes locked on Evan’s and he could tell she hardly knew the real answer enough
to give an explanation. If she was there then where was Zoe? What had happened
in the Forgotten Gardens? He had so many questions he wanted to ask but knew
there was no possible way she could answer without creating a world of trouble.
From the corner of his eye he could see Thea looking at her, searching for any
answers to the same questions he had. 


“She just
appeared out of nowhere, Your Highness,” spoke one of the soldiers. Everyone’s
eyes moved to him and his face flamed. 


“What do
you mean out of nowhere?” the Queen asked.


The
soldier looked around for others to support his claim. Five others came to his
rescue, confirming that Eva had literally appeared before their very eyes.


“Well,
tell us, Eva. How did you get here and where did you come from?” asked the
Queen.


Eva
looked to Evan for support, her eyes still wide and filled with fear. How could
she possibly explain herself to the satisfaction of the Queen and Queen Mother?
Her silence was stretching out too long and Evan could sense both Kyra and her
mother were becoming impatient.


“Speak,
Eva!” The Queen looked at Eva expectantly.


“She’s
coming, isn’t she?” Thea cried. Everyone’s attention changed to Thea, who was
smiling through a look of tremendous relief. “She’s coming!” Warning bells went
off in Evan’s head and he wished more than anything that he could silence her
before she said anything further. She had already revealed too much. 


A gang of
soldiers formed a barrier around Thea and held onto her limbs, holding her in
place as she dropped to the floor laughing and smiling. 


“What the
hell is she going on about?” spat the Queen Mother. “Throw her back in a
locked room. We can resume once she’s calmed down.” The soldiers picked Thea up
from the ground and had to prop her up from beneath the arms so she would stand
up straight. 


“No,
stop!” the Queen commanded. She moved to stand in front of Thea and leaned in
to look at her closely. “Who’s coming?”


Thea looked past Kyra to Eva and
smiled. “It worked, didn’t it? You saw Zopyros and he explained everything to
you, didn’t he?”


Kyra looked to Evan and Eva and
then at the Queen Mother. “Who is Zopyros?”


The Queen Mother looked completely
disinterested, shaking her head at Thea’s babbling. “Her dead husband.”


Kyra turned back to Eva and stared
at her for a long moment, confusion on her face. “Why does she think her dead
husband spoke to you, Eva?”


“Please,” was all Eva could manage.
Evan could see she was struggling under the pressure of Thea’s ill-timed
admissions and the Queen’s subsequent questions. 


“Maybe this isn’t the best time for
this,” Evan interjected.


“I agree,” declared the Queen
Mother. “Let’s first deal with the matters at hand and go from there.”


Kyra ignored their pleas and turned
her attention back to Thea. “Do you know this girl?” She pointed to Eva and
Evan’s heart just about stopped beating in his chest. His hands tightened
around his sister’s arms and pulled her close, terrified that any moment they
were going to take her into custody. If only Thea had the sense to keep her mouth
shut. 


“Of course I know her. I witnessed
her birth, celebrated her birthdays and watched her play with my children.”


Kyra nodded. “Just like you knew Owyn
Straton, right?”


“I was the Queen. Of course I knew
them. I was a friend to all the original families.”


“So it isn’t out of the realm of
possibility that you would enlist her to help to carry out your plan, is it?”
She was met with silence. “Where did you send her, Thea?”


Eva stepped out of Evan’s grasp and
moved towards the Queen. “To the Forgotten Gardens.”


Evan grabbed her shoulders and
turned her until she was inches from him, her face still wide but no longer
with fear. “What do you think you are doing?” he hissed at her, hoping no one
else could hear his words.


“We all have a part to play,
remember?” she whispered before turning back to the Queen. “That’s how I got
here the way that I did. There was a program called Zopyros who took the form
of her husband. When he touched my shoulder it sent me through a gate and
brought me here. I was thinking of my brother. You know, since I’m so good at
finding him,” she explained.


He didn’t think his heart or mind
could take much more. Where the hell was Zoe? 


Kyra’s smile faded. She stared at
Eva for what felt like a generation, her lips pursed, her eyes wide and
fixated. Finally, gaze still on Eva, she spoke. “How far back does your
alliance with Thea go, Eva?”


“Not far. The King recruited me and
I left soon thereafter. No one else knew I was going, not even my brother.”
Every head in the room turned towards Evan. “I knew he would never let me go so
I went behind his back.”


“Evan, is that true?” the Queen
asked.


A second commotion at the entryway
of the room saved him from having to answer. Hector ran at full speed until he
was at the feet of the Queen, frantic and out of breath. 


“Begging your pardon, Your
Highness.”


“Can’t this wait?” she asked,
clearly irritated by the interruption.


“This is a matter of grave
importance, Your Highness. You asked me to track down who the last Resident to
use the Transport was. We can confirm it was,” he stopped suddenly, his eyes
catching on Eva from behind the Queen. “Her. Evadine Straton. They used
the gate in Last City.”


“We had just established that
before you came barging in here, Hector,” Kyra reprimanded. “Do you have anything
of significance to add or are you just wasting my time?”


Hector did not relent. “She wasn’t
alone, Your Highness.” 


A vile knot curled in Evan’s
stomach, the sensation to vomit nearly overpowering his senses. All he could
think of was Zoe. 


Hector continued. “We tracked them
to the Forgotten Gardens but by the time we arrived all we found was her
companion slumped to the ground in a meadow, nearly dead. We collected the body
and brought her to a Reproduction Unit.”


Someone gasped, grief-stricken and
horrified. He couldn’t tell who it was. Maybe Thea or Eva, possibly the King.
For all he knew it was him. They found Zoe. Nearly dead. It took every measure
of strength he had left to stop himself from crying. He fought past the dread,
the nausea, and concern for Eva, but still his eyes began to moisten with
tears. No! It can’t be!


“Did you identify the Resident?”
the Queen demanded, her tone impatient and excitable.


From behind them a woman chuckled.
Thea Thanatos was doubled over, her head bouncing up and down from the fit of
laughter that poured out of her. She was maniacal. Her torso shifted backwards
until her head was tilted, the laughter reverberating around the room. 


“Your paid thugs are awfully
stupid,” she roared through her laughter. “But then again you were never the
smartest when your ambition was greater than your perception, Zara.” 


The Crown Soldiers’ silence was
broken, a low grumble erupting as they turned to each other, talking amongst
themselves.


“Get her out of here!” the Queen
Mother screamed at the Soldiers, her face bright red with fury as she pushed
them towards the Elder.


“Who else could it be, Zara?” Thea
yelled at Kyra, her voice still filled with the sound of her crazy laughter. A
dozen Crown Soldiers descended on her, forcefully bowing her head forward and
grabbing on to her restraints before dragging her out of the room.


“Take them, too,” the Queen Mother
demanded, pointing at Owyn and Eva. A Soldier put his hands on Eva’s shoulders
and forced her out of Evan’s grip. Somewhere behind him another Soldier grabbed
his arms and held them tight behind his back, preventing him from going after
her.


“No!” he screamed, watching in
horror as his sister was dragged from the room, Owyn being pushed from behind
her. 


“Evan!” Eva screamed. “Evan!
Please!”


 

Chapter
23: The Shape of Things to Come


 


How things had changed over the
course of so little time. It was as though the entire world as he knew it had
been flipped upside down, and he was merely trying to keep up. Evander Nero was
stuck in the middle with no hope of coming out of the situation in any better
condition.


Thea Thanatos was going to be
executed. It was only a matter of time. Somewhere along the way the stress of
losing her family and planning to restore her beloved daughter to her
birthright had become insurmountable. She was a broken woman. 


Owyn Straton was stripped of his
title as King and imprisoned pending official deportation to the outlying
cities. There was no telling what would become of him. His days in Royal City
were over and he would likely be stripped from the memories of Terra’s Residents,
much like the Queen he had given up his life to help had.


Every Resident who tried to help
them restore the Thanatos name had been severely punished. Most were sentenced
to imprisonment for the rest of their lives, their identities stripped of their
family names, each of them effectively erased from the collective memory of
Terra. 


It seemed to be a common theme in
the Straton regime to erase the names of those who dared stand up to their
rule. Even the mighty Thanatos family, the very founders of the royal cities
and Terra itself, were not immune to the punishing unkindness of the Straton
Queens. 


He had to keep faith that they
would not do to his sister what they had done to the others. He knew in his
heart he would do anything to save Eva from the punishing fate the Queen would
likely bestow on her if he didn’t cooperate. Perhaps it was his intimate
relationship with the Queen that was keeping his sister alive and him free of
suspicion. He knew the Queen did not doubt his fidelity to her. Rather, she had
him in quite a unique position. With great sacrifice he could save Eva’s life
and keep her close to him, but at a tremendous cost. Without a doubt she was
worth it, but he knew she wouldn’t want him to sacrifice his own life for hers.


Then there was Zoe, unconscious
inside of a chamber in a Reproduction Unit, her health being repaired from the
nearly dead state she was found in. Evan couldn’t even imagine what would
happen to her once she was awake. In the ruckus of Thea’s last outburst she, Owyn
and Evadine were taken into immediate custody without further questioning. The
Queen’s desire to know the identity of the mystery woman found in the Forgotten
Gardens was not matched by her need to see those who plotted against her locked
up behind closed doors. Subsequently, Zoe retained the temporary fortune of
being anonymous.


He doubted there would be much
deliberation about what to do with the life of Zoe Thanatos. The Queen would
see it simply: Thea Thanatos spent her life preparing for the return of her
long-lost daughter and, with the help of the former King, orchestrated her
return to Terra with the intention of retaking the Crown. It didn’t matter that
only most of it was true. It was the narrative he knew Kyra would employ and
reason enough for her to dispose of Zoe once and for all. Unless he could save
her. Again. 


There were any number of paths
along the way Evan could have taken to avoid the decision before him. He could
have bypassed the Ventura Harbor and Santa Cruz Island all together that day
and never met Zoe. Eva may have still come for him, passing along the message
from the Queen and King that his presence was required, but it wouldn’t have
been because of a stolen book. Thea Thanatos would not be enacting a plan to
throw the Stratons off the throne, Owyn would still be King, and he would
likely continue to be the Queen’s lover, having no reason to be freed from his
technical imprisonment. 


But there would be no Zoe.


If he never told her who he was or
where he came from, she would be safe. Although, catching her and subsequently
revealing his identity was how he started the path to knowing her in the first
place. If he had never caught her, she would have succeeded in killing herself.



He could have insisted she never go
to the Forgotten Gardens and instead taken her home. But it wasn’t his choice
to make and he couldn’t very well deny her the chance to reclaim something that
was fundamentally hers. 


Regardless of if he had never met
her, her path would always lead to Terra. She was, after all, as much of it as
he was. The fact of the matter was that even if he had not taken that boat
ride, saved her life, or even met her all, she was still a part of him. They
had grown up together, were linked through their families, and always destined
to be in each other’s lives one way or another. 


Maybe all paths did lead to one
place: stuck in the middle of a war between two families. His own family had
already suffered greatly because of a war for the Crown of Terra. He couldn’t
handle the death of anyone he loved. And yet, without tremendous sacrifice, the
very lives of those he loved would be over.


 


 


“I always hated your mother. When
we were younger, about the same age as you and Kyra, we were in love with the
same man: Damon Nero. He was just as handsome as Evander is today. Strong chin,
green eyes, a very passionate man with whom I shared many wonderful memories. I
never particularly liked her before we were in love with the same man, so you
can imagine how much we mutually despised each other after. Eventually we all
grew up and apart. Damon fell in love with and married Calla, Thea married
Zopyros, and I met my husband.”


The woman sighed and then sat for a
moment in silence. Only the rhythmic beeping of the machines Zoe was hooked up
to made any sound. They were alone for the first time ever, The Heir and The
Usurper. 


“I always doubted whether I had
truly killed the great Thea Thanatos. Even as I sat on the throne with the Crown
of Terra securely on my head I knew she was somewhere in the world, biding her
time. Of course, I never imagined she’d one day find you. You were the only
Thanatos child unaccounted for and I just assumed she or Zopyros had sent you
away to another world, never to be found again.” She sighed again, the sound
contemplative. “If only you knew how many Crown Soldiers I sent out into other
worlds to find you.”


“Of course, I had no real interest
in the Thanatos children at first. Your brother Zarek was easy enough to get
rid of. His age made it easy to change his name, construct a new identity and
export him to another world. I have it on good authority he’s lived his
generation quite comfortably in a family of mineral excavators in a nearby
world. You have to admit it was kind of me to spare his life so generously.
Then again, I’ve always had a soft spot for children. Your sister especially.
Even as a child she was fit to be Queen. Not that Thea would have ever ascended
her to the throne. I had hoped my own daughter would ascend after me, but the
disease she inherited from my husband’s side of the family took her as it had
him.”


She sniffled solemnly but did not
cry. Korina Straton never cried.


“It was easy. I’d already changed
the identity of one Thanatos child, why not a second? Zara was still young
enough to adapt to the change. It took a while for her to recognize the name as
her own, but she did, and eventually she was Kyra Straton. Imagine my
surprise to learn she had grown to love a Nero. Just like her mother before
her.”


Korina shuffled in her seat,
adjusting her position while crossing and uncrossing her legs. 


“You may think there is a whole
life for you here, but there isn’t. If you had only stayed away in whatever
universe you were sent to, none of this would have happened. But that doesn’t
mean anything has to change. My nephew’s treason had provided me with an
opportunity to correct a mistake I’d made with your sister a long time ago. I
should have known all along she’d had her heart set on Evander, but my
motivation was political, and for that we’ve suffered. I won’t make the same
mistake again. My daughter is Queen, she’ll have the husband she always wanted,
and the King of Terra will, for the first time in our history, be a man worthy
of the title. You, on the other hand, don’t belong here.”


She stood. One-by-one the wires
plugged into the chamber that housed Zoe’s healing body were pulled out,
machines beeping incessantly at every absent power supply. As the last wire was
pulled the beeping stopped and was replaced by the sound of a flatline. 


“It’s really too bad you went to
all the trouble to get here only to die.”


 

Chapter
24: The Family Reunion


 


Evan sat alone in the common room
if his residence, deep in thought. Just outside the doors the Throne Room was
filling with Residents from Royal City and beyond, each invited guests of the
Crown to witness a historical occasion. The Queen would be addressing her
people, putting to rest the gossip and giving an official account of the latest
goings-on of the Crown. There hadn’t been such royal fanfare since Kyra’s
coronation and wedding ceremonies, and the announcement of her betrothal prior.
These occasions didn’t come around often, and when they did they were big. 


At the end of the day he would be
in a different residence, with a different life all together.


A loud knock at the entryway
startled him from his thoughts. Without hesitation the doors opened and a line
of Crown Soldiers proceeded into the room. They were each in dress uniforms, with
Hector and Alcander bringing up the rear of the formation.


It may have been his imagination,
but he thought he saw them each bow their heads before him.


“Her Highness is waiting for you in
the Royal Residence. We will escort you to her now.”


He did as instructed, not taking a
second look around at the place he had called home for most of his life. In the
Throne Room a great partition had been built to create a barrier between the
entrances to the residences and the throne itself. He couldn’t see over the wall
but he could hear the sound of dozens of Residents talking excitedly amongst
themselves, all likely wondering what was happening on his side of the barrier
and behind closed doors. 


The walk was short and soon he was
in the royal residence. The Queen’s ladies were in their usual purple gowns
with their hair piled high above their heads, running about making sure the
Queen had everything she wanted. As he was escorted through the room many of
the ladies side-eyed him, knowing smiles on their faces as they passed by him.
When they reached the doors of the Queen’s private residence the Soldiers
stopped, forming two parallel lines on either side of the entrance. Hector and
Alcander each took a door and opened them wide, waiting to close the door
behind him. 


The Queen’s private room was much
quieter than the one that preceded it. There were no Crown Soldiers or any of
the Queen’s ladies. The Queen herself was nowhere to be seen. He didn’t know
what to do with himself. 


“Evan, is that you?” she called
from an adjoining room. He knew the layout well enough to realize she was in
the powder room, likely dressing and putting on the finishing touches before
addressing the Residents. 


“Yes,” he called back.


She emerged from the corner, a
brilliant sight in a floor length gown in a shade of green that reminded him
surprisingly of Gaia. The dress sparkled under the lights and her smile radiated
beautifully, lighting her face considerably. For a moment he was completely
lost in the sight of her, forgetting why he was there to begin with and
remembering the Kyra he had come to love in his own way. In that moment she
wasn’t the Queen, but the woman he had shared an intimacy with.


“I’ll take the look on your face as
a compliment,” she laughed. “Here, help me with this.” She handed him a
rectangular black box that was much heavier than it looked. She opened the lid
and smiled as she looked down into its contents. He peered over the lid and
into the box and saw two golden crowns, one for the Queen, and one that
belonged to the King. She picked up the first and held it up to him. “Would you
do me the honor?”


Evan set the box down on the bed
with great care before taking the delicate golden tiara from her hands. She
turned so her back was to him. Her hair was gently pulled back to the crown of
her head, elongating the form of her neck down into the bodice of the gown. He
lifted the crown up above her head and placed it back down gently so that it
rested on her head, the gold contrasting against the deep brown of her hair. 


She turned around and smiled at
him. “What do you think?” she asked. She had never looked more beautiful.


“Her Highness is always beautiful,”
he said before dipping his head forward in a bow.


“That won’t be necessary,” she
said. She took his hand and led him to the bed, taking a seat beside him. They
had spent so much time there before in the privacy of her residence, especially
in the bed. It was difficult not to think of their shared times together when
she looked as beautiful as she did in that green dress. 


“Look, I know everything has
changed for both of us. For everyone, really. I can’t imagine how disappointed
you feel knowing that Evadine went behind your back to aid Thea and Owyn.” She
squeezed his hand in her own. “I’m just as shocked as you are to learn of his
betrayal. We expect so much more from our families, and even more from the
people we love. That being said, I can’t deny how happy I am that you’ve
decided to stay in Terra.”


It wasn’t as if he had a choice.
With both Evadine and Zoe in Terra there was no reason for him to be anywhere
else. Kyra didn’t need to know that the woman he had told her about was the
very one lying in a chamber in a Reproduction Unit. Like Eva and Owyn said,
everyone had a part to play, and he was merely playing his.


“Evadine has always been like
family to me and while her transgression is not minor, I’m willing to overlook
it for the sake of our relationship.” She smiled as though she genuinely
believed what she was saying. Even if it were true, he knew that Evadine would
have balked at the suggestion. Still, it was difficult to tell with Kyra what
was real, and what was not. He had no doubt that her feelings for him were
real, but couldn’t help but wonder what his sister’s fate would be otherwise. 


She continued. “Evan, you’ve always
been loyal and faithful to me. That’s more than Owyn could ever do. And I think
you know by now how I feel about you. How I’ve always felt about you. I love
you. You can’t begin to imagine how much light you brought into my life. I was lonely;
in a passionless marriage to a man I could barely stand. And then you changed
that.” It was the version of Kyra he loved the most. Not the Queen, but the
Woman. What could he say?  


“Evander Nero, you’re the man I
choose to be with. And if you’ll do me the honor of choosing me as well, I
would love nothing more than to make you my husband, and the King of Terra.”


 


 


Eva sat alone in a cell deep within
the Military Complex, wondering how long she’d been there. Dull light
illuminated from thin strips of glass in otherwise concrete walls. A blunt
headache in the back of her head was forming from the constant adjustments her
irises were forced to make. There was barely enough room to stand so she sat
with her legs folded, alternating sides to avoid the loss of blood flow to each
limb. It was difficult to remain hopeful in such bleak surroundings. 


Had she heard Hector correctly? Did
he really find Zoe ‘nearly dead’ in the Forgotten Gardens? When Zopyros sent
her back to Royal City Zoe was fine. What happened in so little time that
rendered Zoe ‘nearly dead’? Could it have been some kind of trap? No, that
didn’t seem likely. No one apart from Thea and Owyn knew who Zoe was, and she
doubted anyone else would go to such elaborate lengths to incapacitate her.
What would happen to her now that she was in the custody of the Crown? Was that
part of the plan all along? The King only said Zoe would know what to do,
nothing else. Had Thea anticipated such a turn of events?


Poor Thea. She’d spent half a
generation planning for her lost daughter’s return and now it seemed as though
she wouldn't even get the chance to see her one last time. She couldn’t imagine
any scenario where Thea wouldn’t be put to death. From everything she witnessed
the Queen Mother would see to it that Thea was gone, and for good. She wasn’t
likely to fail a second time.


It didn’t seem right that the Queen
Mother could get away with her crimes. Her only real source of power was the Crown
Soldiers, her ‘paid thugs’ as Thea had aptly named them, and without them she
would never have managed to usurp the Crown from the Thanatos family. And to
think that the Residents of Terra just collectively accepted the new paradigm
of a royal army. From her observations of other words she knew that what set
Terra apart from them was its peaceful nature. One power hungry woman had
changed the entire history of their world just by militarizing it. 


Zoe was the key to making
everything right again. As the rightful heir to the Crown of Terra she was the
best candidate to lead the charge. If she could rally the Residents into
action, to fall behind her and stand up for Terra, the new regime could
certainly be toppled. Terra was changed once; it could be changed again. They
just needed their champion.


Nearly dead. She couldn’t
possibly have come all the way to Terra just to die. It had to be a part of the
plan. Zoe would wake up and be in a Reproduction Unit, undoubtedly surrounded
by Crown Soldiers. What then? 


And what about Evan? By the looks
of things he was still in the good graces of the Queen and Queen Mother, and
that seemed to keep him safe. But with Owyn stripped of his title there was a
vacant seat on the throne, and Eva knew Kyra well enough to know that she
wouldn’t let it stay empty for long. Would Evan accept a proposal to be the
King? To be her husband? Could he make that sacrifice in spite of his
feelings for Zoe? 


She heard a sound from outside the
cell. Was it her imagination or did it sound as though someone were approaching
the door? She locked her eyes on the solid steel door and strained her ears,
hoping to hear even the faintest ruffle of fabric. A soft succession of
footsteps grew in volume before stopping. Someone was just outside the door!
She drew her knees up to her chest and lifted her torso until she was sitting
on the balls of her feet. A clinking metal sound reverberated throughout the
small room before the door opened, light pouring in like a bright sun that
burned her eyes. By the time she adjusted a pair of hands was on her arms. 


“What’s happening?” she asked as
she tried to recoup her senses. 


“You’re being released,” a
gruff-voiced Crown Soldier replied. 


“What do you mean?” She could
barely keep up with the tugging and pulling, her limbs aching from the sudden
increase of blood flow as she was forced into a standing position. Pins and
needles pricked at her feet with every step as she was guided from the room and
into the bright light. 


“The Queen has ordered your
release,” the second Soldier replied. 


The Queen? But that could
only mean… No, she thought. Evander what have you done?


 


“Zoe! Time to wake up, Little
Princess.”


Zoe’s eyes opened still full of
sleep, her mind not yet ready for comprehension. She was still in the land of
far away dreams and did not want to come back to the land of reality.


“I’ve made you your favorite
doughy cakes!”


“Mommy, no. I don’t wanna.” She
could have just closed her eyes and drifted back into dreamland. Her body was
still snuggled deep into the feathery soft bed beneath her.


“Just leave her there if she
doesn’t want to go!” a little girl whined. She sounded as petulant as any one
child could be, her voice ringing high in irritation.


Zoe’s eyes snapped open at once
and blinked into the artificial morning light. She found Zara tapping her foot
impatiently on the floor as she stood in the doorway, her eyes trained
furiously on their mother who was sitting at the edge of the bed. 


“Zara why don’t you go eat with
Daddy? Zoe will be out to join you shortly.”


“She better not make us late!”
Zara huffed impatiently. She cast her eyes downward at Zoe before running out
of the room. 


Zoe sat up in the bed and pulled
loose strands of dark hair from around her race, twisting them into a knot
behind her neck. Thea smiled down at her, her cheeks full of pink and her eyes
sparkling with a hint of excitement. 


“Do you remember what today is,
Zoe?” she asked. 


The sleepiness still lingered
but she found herself waking into comprehension as she sat. “Today is a very
important day,” she repeated verbatim from memory, having heard her mother reminding
her of it incessantly for some time. 


“Exactly!” Thea gently touched
her index finger and thumb on Zoe’s nose and gave it a light squeeze. “Now, you
haven’t got much time to get ready, so I want you to wash up, get dressed, and
join your sister at the Throne Room. She’s going to make a big announcement.”


Zoe could only blink at her
mother. “What did you say?” she asked, her voice suddenly aging into the voice
of a full grown woman. She looked down and saw her limbs spilling over the
child-size bed she was sitting in. She looked up to her mother and found an
Elder woman’s face staring back at her. Time had not been kind to her mother.
While still beautiful, her face was lined with wrinkles, and dark circles
drooped down beneath her eyes like grey clouds. There looked to be barely any
life left in her.


“The Throne Room, Little
Princess. Only you can put right what Korina Straton made wrong. It must be you
and Evander on the Throne and no one else. Our future depends on it.”


“What am I supposed to do? The
Queen has her Crown Soldiers to do as she commands. How can any one person go
up against a whole army?”


“Your sister was born a Thanatos
but has lived her life as a Straton. She only needs an army because she has
lost the power that lies within her, that is encoded within her very being.
You, on the other hand, have not. You may have forgotten who you are, but
you’ve always remained a Thanatos. There is a reason we are the originally
family, Zoe. Don’t forget what I taught you as a child and all that you’ve
learned from Zopyros.”


“Zopyros didn’t teach me
anything, Mother. He left me to die and then Korina Straton finished the job.
Or maybe Evan never caught me at all and I’ve been dead since jumping off the
cliff on Santa Cruz Island.”


“You mean this place?” A slight
breeze blew through Thea’s hair. They were on the cliff of Potato Harbor, the
Pacific Ocean stretched out for as far as the eye could see.


“How?” Zoe asked as she looked
around, taking in the smell of the salty ocean she had missed so much. 


“Little Princess you are still
clinging to the mind of your Gaian identity. You are of the original family.
Our ancestors didn’t create Terra because they liked to build things; they did
it because they had the power to create a new world. That power is within you
and that is why you are the heir to the throne, not Zara.” Thea put her hands
on Zoe’s shoulders and gave a gentle squeeze. 


“There is a path all our lives
take and that is the reason you have survived three near deaths. It is you who
is supposed to be on the Throne, not your sister. You must take it back from
her.”


Zoe took in a deep breath of the
ocean air and stared out into the distance. A few dozen miles away was the home
she had lived her Earthly life in, but it seemed like a different lifetime. “I
don’t want to be Queen. I wouldn’t know how.”


“But you do. And when you wake
up you will know it.”


 


 


Zoe opened her eyes, immediately
adjusting to the bright artificial light of the Reproduction Unit. She was
laying on a flat metallic surface, still dressed in the clothing Evadine picked
out for her. She quietly lifted her head and took a quick glance around the
room. She was alone. 


Next to her was a small metal table
with a tray placed neatly in the center, a series of capped syringes filled
with colorful liquid in each one. The blue syringe would paralyze her muscles
including her heart, rendering her unable to move and incapable of pumping
blood to her body. The green syringe would stop her heart completely, and the
black one would cease all brain activity. It was a veritable death cocktail,
not even as humane as when humans put down domesticated animals on Earth. It
seemed only fitting that in a world where surrogate births created life,
chemical deaths would end them. No stone left unturned in a world intent on
controlling the population of Residents. 


She grabbed all three syringes and
tucked them into the waistband at the back of her pants. Whoever was supposed
to be injecting her with the death cocktail would undoubtedly be back soon. The
room was small and clinical looking, with the table she was lying on at the
center of the room. Of the four walls one was made entirely of smoked white
glass, a panel lit in white light on the far right side. Zoe placed her hand on
it and the glass changed from smoky white to transparent, revealing an
adjoining room that looked identical to the one she stood in. A man in a white
uniform was standing over a body on the table, plunging a syringe of black
liquid into their arm. 


When he moved to place the syringe
on the smaller metal table she could see the woman’s face clearly, looking back
at her with wide eyes and a small, proud smile. She was as beautiful as she had
been in Zoe’s dream. Her eyes glossed with tears before going still. The
corners of her mouth receded from the smile and her body fell limp into the
table as the life left her. Thea Thanatos, her mother only in her dreams and
memories, was dead. 


As the man in white moved to the
small metal table and collected all three syringes, Zoe moved quietly to the
doorway and poked her head out into the hallway, looking left and right before
running towards the door of the adjoining room. She slipped into the room and
removed a syringe from the back waistband of her pants with her right hand as
her left arm went around his chest, her hand covering his mouth. In one swift
motion she uncapped the syringe and stabbed the needle into his jugular,
plunging the black liquid directly into his blood stream. He could barely let
out a stifled scream before his body fell dead to the ground with a thud. 


Zoe looked up to the shared glass
wall and saw the empty room she’d woken up in on the other side. How long Thea
had been looking for her, she didn’t know. Somehow she’d known her daughter was
nearby and had waited for just one last glimpse. 


She didn’t want to move her head
down, to take in the sight of her dead mother. But she did, and found she
looked peaceful, seemingly at rest. Her eyes were still open, the image of Zoe
on the other side the last thing she saw before her brain function shut down.
With gentle fingers she closed her mother’s eyelids, feeling the smooth skin
beneath her touch, still warm from life. 


The Forgotten Gardens came to mind.
Had her soul, or whatever facsimile of a soul she had, already gone there? Perhaps
Thea was at rest in the beautiful space, her soul reunited with Zopyros, her
sisters and mother, her ancestors, as all the Thanatos souls had gone to rest
before her. 


She was alone again as she had been
in Gaia, an orphan with no family. All that remained of the Thanatos family was
a brother and her sister. Zarek was in another world living a completely new
life as she had in Gaia, and Zara was living as the Queen, as Kyra Straton,
also in a completely different life.  


Zoe laced her fingers through Thea’s
hands and moved her arms until they were resting carefully on her chest. With a
final squeeze she let go, arranging her mother’s hands so they rested on one
top of the other just below her heart. 


“I’ll be with you soon,” she
promised, her voice just a whisper in the clinical room. She secured the
remaining two syringes in the back of her pants before turning and heading out
the room for the Throne Room.


 


 


Eva was escorted by two Crown
Soldiers behind the large black wall that partitioned the Throne Room. The
escort wasn’t necessary but she felt it would be imprudent to suggest
otherwise. They were a mere few feet from the entryway to the Nero Residence
when the Soldiers stopped at the entrance to the Royal Residence. Eva said
nothing as the doors opened and several Crown Soldiers stepped backwards,
nodding their heads slightly in reverence to her. 


One of the Queen’s ladies dressed
in a traditional purple gown greeted Eva with a fixed smile.


“Welcome home, Evadine Nero. My
name is Julia. Please follow me and I’ll escort you to your new residence.”


There must have been a mistake. Was
she being moved to an outlying city far away from her brother? No, that
couldn’t be it. Why would one of the Queen’s ladies take her to a residence
outside Royal City? 


When Eva did not reply, Julia
turned and walked away. The two Crown Soldiers behind her motioned for her to
follow. She did so, weaving past the expansive common room to a part of the
residence she’d never seen before. An entire wing expanded out from the main
area, and a series of smaller residences were tucked away behind closed doors
spaced distantly from each other. Julia opened one of the first doors and
stepped aside, motioning for Eva to enter first. 


It was the size of the common room
in the Nero Residence, large and impeccably decorated with sectionals of
modular seating in crisp white colors, a dining area that could seat at least
six people, and at least three bedrooms that branched off from the main common
area. The glass walls ebbed with a soft golden light that cast a soft glow on
every white surface. 


“Why am I here when I have my own
Residence? One that I’ve lived in for most of my life,” she reminded, looking
to Julia and the two Crown Soldiers expectantly.


Julia smiled politely and bowed her
head ever so slightly. “As a member of the royal family you are entitled to a
private apartment in the Royal Residence. Two of the Queen’s ladies will be
appointed to your residence for your personal needs. If you require anything at
all please do not hesitate to request it.”


As a member of the royal family?
Eva took a swift look around. While the accommodations were decidedly swankier
than the considerably nice dwelling she’d grown up in, there was no escaping
that she was even more in royal custody than before. And only a few doors down
from the Queen at that.


“We’ve taken the liberty of moving
your personal belongings from your old residence so that you can become
instantly acquainted with your new home. Her Highness requests that you please
change into formal dress and accompany her to the Throne Room for the official
proceedings. Do you have any questions?”


She had many, but none that she
would dare ask. Julia and her two escorts excused themselves from the room,
leaving her alone for the first time since releasing her from the holding cell.
What is going on? she wondered. There wasn’t time to dwell on questions
no one but Evan could provide answers to, and he was nowhere to be seen. She
quickly changed into a formal dress that had been laid out for her, probably by
one of her new servants, and ran her fingers through her hair before making her
way into the Royal common room.


As she entered everyone stood,
their backs to her and attention on something on the other side of the room.
Eva made her way through the throng of people and stopped when every head in
the room bowed. The Queen entered the room from her private residence dressed
in a resplendent green gown and sparkling golden crown, Evander at her side.
He, too, was dressed in formal attire, and much to her surprise also wore a
simple golden crown at the top of his head. In the shock of the moment she
failed to bow and stood out amongst the crowd of bent heads. The Queen’s eyes
were on her but her face revealed nothing. Eva knew better than to not bow in the
presence of the Queen, but was too taken aback by the sight of Evan as King to
remember the formalities. 


Evander did not speak a word, but
merely stared at her intently with bright green eyes that were set off by the
Queen’s own dress. As the moment passed the Residents present in the room stood
up straight again, and Eva could see in her peripheral vision several
incredulous glances from the others. 


Eva watched in continued
fascination as her brother bowed his head to the Queen before releasing her hand
and walking straight for Eva, every Resident between them parting to make a
pathway for him. He embraced her in a hug and met her cheek with a chaste kiss.



“You said we all have a part to
play,” he whispered hoarsely in her ear. He took a step back and Alcander
appeared at his side, dressed in his military finest. “Walk behind us in the
processional,” Evan instructed before turning back towards the Queen, giving
Alcander a brief look as he did. The soldier held his arm out to her and she
linked hers around it, not knowing what else to do in the state of shock she
felt stuck in. The Queen Mother emerged second, dressed in an equally beautiful
blue gown that made her blue eyes all the more piercing. She had her usual air
of satisfaction and superiority, and a smile that could cut glass. 


It was an incomprehensible blur.
The Queen and Evan walked out hand in hand from the Royal Residence into the
Throne Room, walking around the partition to confront a room full of formally
dressed residents. Eva was escorted by Alcander after them, and taken to a
luxuriously ornate chair at the base of the pedestal, just beneath where the
Queen and her brother sat on the throne, the Queen Mother at their side. She
could see in the faces of those in the crowd that they were as confused by the
scene as she was. Somehow, in the short amount of time since she was taken into
custody, her own brother had married the Queen and become the King of Terra. He
had a part to play, indeed, but not even she could comprehend that it had gone
so far.


 


 


So it was done. Evan was the new
King of Terra. He’d never once imagined he’d be in such a position. Much to the
disdain of the Queen Mother, the Queen did not want to have the ceremonial
pronouncements of their engagement and eventual wedding, and instead requested
they marry in private. The ritual itself was fairly quick, each of them
exchanging vows to one another before signing an official royal document
legally binding their matrimony and his new title of King. It would be a while
before the realization would sink in. 


He’d never particularly imagined
getting married, but would have preferred to have his only living family member
there at his side, whether she supported their union or not. The Queen offered
to have Evadine released and officially welcomed as a part of the royal family,
even going as far as to offer her a palatial private apartment within the royal
residence. By the time his sister was released he was married and titled, and
there was no way to softly break the news to her. She more than anyone had to
understand that he was doing what he felt was necessary, but assumed the shock
of it would ultimately temper her reaction. In any event, she was the Princess
Royal by marriage, and with the title came certain rights and expectations. He
would simply have to find the right time to explain everything to her.


In the meantime they would need to
strategize. Owyn was to be deported to the outlying cities, he had no idea what
had become of Thea, and he had heard no update on Zoe. Whether or not Thea’s
plan was ultimately foiled, he intended to keep going, Eva at his side.
Whatever came next would require planning and thoughtful consideration. He
hadn’t married the Queen for nothing and intended on seeing the plan through to
the end, especially for Zoe’s sake. 


He wondered how soon he could head
to the Reproduction Unit and see her. Perhaps as King he could do his part to
see to it that her real identity was not revealed any sooner than it had to be,
and maybe even keep her safe from the wrath of either Queen. 


Kyra rose from her throne to
address the Residents gathered in the great hall and welcomed them each. He
watched the faces of those in front of him as she spoke, wondering what each of
them was thinking. He’d been on their side his entire life, even as a technical
prisoner of the Crown under the rule of the Queen Mother. Several heads turned
to look at him throughout the Queen’s oration, their faces a mix of confusion
and intrigue. Could they accept him as their new King with the memories of the
former King still so fresh in their mind? 


“As your Queen I always want to be
open and honest with you, to include you in the life of Royal City so that you
know it is your home as much as it is mine,” the Queen spoke. “It is with great
sadness and difficulty that I must inform you a serious crime has been
committed against the Crown. A priceless and treasured artifact was stolen from
the Royal Anthology recently, a crime spearheaded by an Elder from one of the
outlying cities. Unfortunately, the former King was a party to the crime for
reasons we still have yet to understand. Rest assured that those who are
responsible for the theft from the Crown have been punished to the fullest
extent of what their crime mandates.”


“Who was the Elder?” a voice called
from the crowd. Evan’s hears picked up at the sound, but he couldn’t see who
had spoken. 


“No one of significance,” the Queen
answered in the general direction of the crowd. “She was a very bitter woman
who had taken it upon herself to defect from Terra, and for reasons unknown
felt she could gain notoriety or fortune from stealing from the Crown. Whatever
her reasons she now knows the consequences of her actions, and will no longer
be a threat to the Crown.”


A feeling of dread rippled through
his stomach and he felt suddenly queasy. A movement in the crowd of residents
caught his eye. Someone was weaving their way through the assemblage towards
the front. He watched as they snaked in and out between people before emerging
at the front line. His heart nearly stopped beating in his chest when he saw
her face.


Her eyes were locked on his, all
manner of happiness gone from her beautiful face. Zoe looked fierce, intent,
and furious. It was no longer a question in his mind what had become of Thea
Thanatos. The look on Zoe’s face was all he needed to know. The former Queen
was dead.


Zoe’s attention shifted to the
Queen, her lips forming in a resolute line as she stared. “If she was no one of
great importance than why was she executed?” she called out. Around her the
crowd murmured, most of them in shock, others in outrage at the accusation.
Evan looked to the Queen and found her staring down at Zoe, dumbstruck
confusion paralyzing her face. 


At the Queen’s inaction the Queen
Mother stood, taking a place beside her daughter on the throne. “Young lady why
don’t you step aside with Alcander and someone from the Queen’s residence will
address your questions accordingly.” She extended her arm and motioned for
Alcander and several other Crown Soldiers to take her. Evan put his hands on
the arms of the chair and began to rise, but stopped, remembering his place. As
King there was nothing he could do to help her, and it immobilized him. 


“Why? So you can try to have me
killed again, Korina?” A series of gasps erupted around the room, the murmuring
of the crowd growing louder as they each trained their heads to get a look at
the female resident who dared speak to the royal family. “That’s what you do,
isn’t it? Anyone who gets in your way you get rid of. Only you don’t actually
do the killing yourself, do you? No, you let paid thugs do it for you so your
hands remain clean. Just like you did with our mother.”


Several Crown Soldiers descended on
Zoe, each taking a stronghold of her arms to render her motionless. The crowd
around her stepped backwards, some shrieking at the violent intrusion they were
witnessing. Zoe maneuvered her right foot around the legs of one Soldier and
kicked the back of his knees until he fell to the ground, losing his grip on
her. With her free hand she punched up on another Soldier’s nose, breaking the
cartilage into his skull before sending a second blow to his sternum. He fell
to the ground and she was free, running toward the throne and climbing up the
pedestal until she had the Queen Mother’s chest gripped tightly in one arm, her
other hand going behind her back to imprison her arms from movement. 


“Tell them who the Elder woman
was,” Zoe demanded, her voice booming from the throne. “Or better yet, tell
her.” She shoved the Queen Mother’s body so they were facing the Queen, who
looked on in horror at the scene before her. Evan stood so quickly that the
elaborate chair he’d been sitting in tipped over backwards with a loud bang.
Eva was at his side in an instant. He took her hand in his and squeezed,
holding her close to him.


“Kyra help me,” Korina whispered
hoarsely.


“Why don’t you tell her the story
you told me before you ordered my execution?” Zoe looked from Korina to Kyra,
and suddenly the similarity of their features was no longer a strange coincidence
to Evan. “You’re not Kyra Straton,” Zoe continued, her attention on the Queen.
“You’re Zara Thanatos. The Elder woman you captured from Last City was our
mother, and now she is dead.”


There were no gasps from the crowd,
only silence. Even the Crown Soldiers themselves were rendered silent at the
admission. Evan felt his sister’s attention on him, but he could not move his
eyes from the two women standing before him. 


“Our mother,” the Queen
dumbly replied.


“After the first attempt on our
mother’s life she took you and our brother Zarek. When her own daughter died
she replaced her with you, changing your identity until you truly believed you
were Kyra Straton. Everyone else she could find she had killed, including the Nero’s
and even her own brother and sister, just because they were loyal to the
Thanatos family.” 


“Kyra please!” the Queen
Mother cried. “Alcander! Hector!” she screamed. Eva removed one arm from around
Korina’s torso and reached around to her back, pulling a syringe from the
inside of her waistband. She quickly uncapped the needle and plunged it into
the Queen Mother’s neck, her thumb ready to depress the green liquid straight
into her blood stream.


The Queen seemed to finally come to
her senses. With a flick of her head she motioned a gang of Crown Soldiers to
descend upon the throne, surrounding Zoe as she held the Queen Mother prisoner
in her arms, her finger ready to inject the syringe into her body. Several residents
screamed as they collectively backed up, pushing themselves up against the
walls, some bottlenecking at the exits as they tried to escape from the room.


Evan noticed a handful of Crown
Soldiers had formed a perimeter around him and Eva, protecting them from
danger. She was shaking in his arms, no doubt as scared and unsure of herself
as he was. 


“Kill her!” Korina screamed. There
was no fear in her voice, only passionate anger, igniting her from within. “Do
as your Queen commands!”


The throng of Crown Soldiers that
congregated around Zoe and the Queen Mother descended upon them, hiding them
from view of Evander. From behind the wall of uniformed Soldiers he heard
Korina scream, her voice blood curdling as it pierced the room before cutting
off suddenly. Something loud and heavy dropped to the floor. An arm protruded
lifelessly from between two Crown Soldiers, and Evan couldn’t tell if it was
Zoe’s or the Queen Mother’s. There was a struggle. Several Crown Soldiers fell
to the ground, some piling on top of others. Evan let go of Eva’s hand and took
several steps forward, fighting the impulse to scream as he heard hard sounds
of muscle hitting soft flesh. 


The mob of Soldiers collapsed,
imploding from the middle to the ground. He watched along with the Queen as
each of the Soldiers stood, some bleeding from cuts to the face, others already
bruising around the eyes and mouth. 


“Where is she?” the Queen demanded,
screaming at the men before her. Each stood empty handed, and as they stepped
backward the dead body was finally visible, slumped face-down into the Throne,
tattered blond hair strewn around her head like a fractured crown. 


Zoe was nowhere to be found, having
escaped the mob of Soldiers without being seen. “Where is she?!” the Queen
demanded again, her scream resonating throughout the great room. Evan turned to
look at Eva but found only empty space where she once stood.


“Eva?” he called out, looking
around at everybody on and around the throne for his sister. He frantically
looked around the room for any signs of his sister or Zoe, panic stricken at
the thought that they were gone. “Zoe!” he screamed. They were gone. Vanished
into thin air. His heart raced in his chest, threatening to give out as he
desperately looked for any sign of their presence. “Zoe! Eva!”


They were gone.


 

End of Part Three

 

  


Zoe emerged from beneath the
surface of the water and took an enormous breath, desperately welcoming the
fresh intake of oxygen into her lungs. She coughed out the small intake of
water she had inadvertently swallowed and gasped for more air, opening her eyes
to take in her surroundings. The water was unlike anything she’d seen before,
an unnatural shade of translucent violet. She could just make out the shape of
turquoise colored kelp languishing several feet beneath her in the ocean floor.
The water met a white sand shore more than a dozen feet in front of her. A body
was slumped over in the sand, limbs contorted strangely as it lay still. Zoe
swam towards the shore, her pace increasing as she realized the lifeless form
was Evadine Nero. 


“Eva!” she called out, water
splashing in her mouth as she swam furiously for the shore. Once her knees
touched the gritty sand of the ocean floor she stood, running as fast as she
could towards Eva. 


With great care she turned Eva’s
body over so that her back nestled into the sand, freeing her chest to take in
fresh air. Zoe checked her vital signs and found she was unconscious, but
breathing. 


She looked around, taking in the
sight of the unfamiliar place. The violet colored ocean stretched out for what
seemed like miles with small white islands dotted along in the distance.
Instinctively she knew she was in a place she’d never been to, and wondered how
she ended up there to begin with.


“Zoe? Are you all right?” Zoe
looked up and found a young man running towards her, and for a split second she
thought it was Evan. The man had golden light hair and familiar, close set
brown eyes. He was the spitting image of their mother. 


“Zarek?”
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