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For M – who gave me the heart of a dying star and whose love bears it out even to the edge of doom.
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“I know what you are, knight,” Vorac Avarita snarls. His voice is like an oil slick, iridescent with threat. 

He steps into the locker room from the shadowed hallway, menace in every movement. “I know what you are, and I want what you stole from me.” 

Demya looks up from her tablet and the rush of Imperial credits flooding her account. Two pitifully small purses for the fights Vorac paid her to lose that afternoon. And a third, worth a fortune, for the match she won tonight when she refused to lose again. 

For the last four months, Demya has fought and intentionally lost dozens of fights in Vorac’s arena each week. With her identity hidden beneath a mask and a fake name, Demya became the perfect punching bag. Every victory Vorac’s fighters claimed against her helped them climb the league rankings. And every guaranteed loss for Demya dropped riches into Vorac’s pocket. He paid her a small percentage of the winnings each week to keep her on staff. With each payout, he preened like some sort of benevolent patron, blessing her with coin. But Demya earned every credit with blood and bruises and more than a few broken bones. She knew how to put on a good show, Vorac said. She knew how to bleed and how to take a punch. How to lose in a way that convinced the crowd and had them howling for more. 

And until tonight, nothing mattered to Demya except the coin she earned. Not the humiliation or the hurt or the hours spent healing herself with sigil magic after each day’s work. None of it mattered, because at least Demya earned enough credits to keep Selena safe. To buy enough food to keep them fed and enough fuel to keep their starship flying. To stay one step ahead of the bounty hunters and the megacorp mercs and the Imperial deathstalker squads. Over the last four months, Demya had even managed to save enough to purchase a smallholding on a distant moon. A home where she and Selena might finally be safe for more than a few weeks or months at a time.

That is, until Demya gave herself over to her grief and let it drown every thought.

Until she cratered Vorac’s business prospects and claimed the victor’s purse for herself. 

Demya knows that she should feel some sense of dread at the cold brutality in Vorac’s face. But when he draws a pistol from his shoulder holster, she goes as still as a winter lake. A lifetime of training narrows her focus to the gun in his hand. To the sweat beading on his brow and the flare of his nostrils and the dry swallow quivering through his throat. 

Vorac is a thick-chested man, his hands large enough to easily circle Demya’s throat. His broad shoulders flex with powerful muscle beneath his immaculately tailored suit. Grey silk, woven with carbon fiber. High class body armor. Not that it will matter against Demya’s Citadel-forged spatha blade, dripping with golden sigil magic. 

If Selena was here, she’d rest her hand on Demya’s arm and ask her to reach for any other options but her blade. But Demya knows what sort of man Vorac is, and what he will do if she makes him an offer to avoid his own death. She knows exactly what he will say and the threats he will make that will doom him. 

“I know what you are,” Vorac says. His voice cracks and his knuckles go white around his pistol’s grip. “And I know who travels with you. I know what she is. And I know you’ll pay any price to keep that information off the planetary feeds. Any price to keep your Librarian safe from the Imperials.”

Demya closes her eyes. 

Nothing about this moment surprises her. Nothing about this moment can even disappoint her anymore. The only emotions she can muster are exhaustion and a dark and bitter resignation. This is how it always goes. She and Selena may find a few months’ peace on one of the Periphery worlds of the Caedes Empire. But inevitably, someone realizes what they are, and they’re forced to flee, fugitives again and on the run.

Demya isn’t even angry. She’s just so very, very tired. And through that weariness, she hears the voice of a beloved ghost, seven years dead. He’s no true revenant, summoned back from death with sigil magic. He is just a memory, a piece of her past, a product of her wanting a world she can never reach again. But still, Demya feels the warmth of his hand on her knee as he crouches beside her there in the locker room. 

He threatened our Librarian, Dem, Aleksan growls. Remember the oaths you dreamed of taking for her. You serve as Selena’s sword and shield, with your blood and bone and breath and blade. Even to the edge of doom. End him, Demya. End him now.

Demya shakes her head. 

The future where she and Aleksan should have been Selena’s knights is gone. Aleksan is dead, lost in the starfire bombardment when the Imperials destroyed Salus Sermo. This—acting as Selena’s bodyguard and struggling to earn enough coin to get by—is her life now. And this life requires a different sort of sacrifice from her. One that she failed to make in the arena tonight.

A sacrifice that asks her to forget her grief and set aside her pride. 

Demya should have lost her third fight. She should have taken the hits and the humiliation. She should have collected her miniscule purse in payment. She should have healed herself with sigil magic at one of the city’s thousand shrines before returning to Selena. But instead, Demya failed to bury her hurt and her grief in frigid winter calm. Failed to forget, at least for the length of that third fight, everything the Imperials stole from her and Selena and Aleksan.

As much as she regrets it now, Demya knew she was lost the second her opponent stepped into the arena. The second he raised a belt over his head, strung with dozens of golden coins, all carved with intricate sigils. Knight medallions. Each earned by knights for their service to the Librarians they loved and to the Great Library. Trophies, her opponent bragged, that he’d taken from the knights he slaughtered at the Siege of Salus Sermo.

There in the arena, her opponent played to the crowd, his pupils blown wide with endurance enhancers and aechor healing meds. Everything he would need to stay on his feet while he dodged her attacks and broke her bones. But Demya didn’t care. Something vicious and feral cracked open in her chest as she watched him basking in the crowd’s adoration. Her body ached from fights she’d lost earlier that day, but Demya did not hesitate. 

She crossed the distance between them with all the speed and grace she’d learned as a knight cadet and as her brother’s apprentice. Her opponent turned, still glowing with the crowd’s praise. He screamed in shock, just before her first blow landed with a nauseating crunch in his ribs. 

But Demya didn’t notice.

She was caught in the memory of watching her brother’s execution, broadcast to all the thousand worlds across the Imperial feeds. She saw only Andrzej’s face as he died in the snow at Salus Sermo. Ash and tears and grief. His Librarian and her other knights already dead. Blood bubbling arterial red from his torn throat. The last choked breath as he reached for Laia, as he tried, even at his death, to reach her. And worlds away, Demya had been powerless to help him.

In the arena, Demya finished the fight in less than a minute. 

As her opponent tried desperately to crawl away from her, weeping and bloodied, the roaring in Demya’s ears died down. With the last of her strength, she broke his jaw beneath her fist and crushed his fingers beneath her boot. Then she claimed his collection of knight medallions. The crunch of her footsteps against the arena gravel echoed up through the stadium, the crowd stunned into silence. 

And while Aleksan’s ghost here in the locker room is right, and she may be required to draw her blade on Vorac to leave this room alive, Demya knows that Selena would not approve. Too much blood spilled tonight already. So, Demya reaches for a different solution. One she’d been researching and preparing for weeks, decrypting Vorac’s personal files and snooping through his private servers. 

“You know what I am,” Demya says. She pulls up her holo array on her tablet and projects a glowing sphere of information into the air between them. “So, you know how I can hurt you.”

With a wave of her hand, she cracks the sphere open. Images of butchered bodies and forged ledgers and maps to unmarked graves spill out across the locker room. Pale lines of light create a network between each image and extend out to photos of Imperial military commanders. To the planet’s political elite. To the heads of the five criminal syndicates currently operating in this sector. A horrible, ghostly web of Vorac’s crimes and how each and every one is connected to the most powerful people on Dedechae. 

Information that guarantees the end of Vorac’s business and his life. 

Vorac surveys her research, weeks in the making. He browses casually through the images of his victims and nods his head, as if impressed. And then he turns back to Demya and gives her a soft, cruel smile. 

“You think anyone cares about any of this, little girl?” Vorac chuckles. “Or that anyone who did care would ever get a chance to see your data sphere? Every organization caught in your web has AI prepped and programmed on the feeds to bury this info in nanoseconds. And when they’re done burying your data drop? Those AI will follow the transfer trail up the feed and right back to the implant in your head. You’re dead before you get back to the capital city. Or to your Librarian, waiting for you in that wreck of a starship.”

Demya grits her teeth, her cheeks burning with shame. And as much as she hates him, and as much as she wishes he was wrong, Demya also knows that Vorac is right. She knows what sort of world she lives in and what sort of people hold power here. Her stomach turns with humiliation that she was ever stupid enough to think that any of this research or this evidence would matter. Vorac barks a short laugh, shaking his head like she’s an idiot child.

As Demya’s frustration and fury writhe against her restraint, she raises a wall of frosted thorns around them. She must examine her options with icy calm. If she drops the data sphere, she’s dead, and so is Selena. But Vorac still holds his gun in a trembling hand, trained directly at her head. If she lets him kill her in this room, he’ll collect the bounty reward on her head and claim all the winnings in her account. And then he’ll lead the Imperials right to Selena. 

Demya knows Selena would want her to find another way. But she won’t fail her Librarian again. She lost control over her grief and the shattered wreck of her heart in the arena tonight. But here, with this last choice laid so clearly before her, Demya is certain and sure. Vorac may not fear the law on Dedechae or in the Caedes Empire, but he—like every man before him—fears Citadel-forged steel and the warriors who wield it. 

Demya surges to her feet, lethal as lightning. 

She draws her spatha blade, liquid smooth from the scabbard nestled across the small of her back. Vorac’s eyes go wide. All the color drains from his face. Before he can scream, before he can fire on her, Demya closes the distance between them. He stumbles back, his pistol swinging wide. Demya catches his wrist, and, with an artful twist, she breaks six bones in his hand. Vorac drops to his knees, screaming. But before Demya can bring down her blade and end him, he raises his hands and chokes out a cry for mercy. Her blade stops just a breath from the pulse pounding in his throat.

“If you love your Librarian, you will spare me,” he gasps. “If you kill me, my AI will automatically drop a dossier with all your information to the planetary authorities. Facial recognition, blood samples, voice ID, the signature of your starship’s drive. Even specifics on your Librarian. The Imperial fleet in orbit will make sure you never make it off this rock alive.”

Demya stares down at him at him in horror, shock spilling through her like snowmelt. Her spatha blade trembles against his throat. One more breath, one more step and she would have doomed Selena. Demya swallows back her nausea, steadying herself. She can face all of her innumerable mistakes only once Selena is safe. But right now, Demya needs to survive this moment with Vorac. And she sees, suddenly, the sole safe path out of this room with crushing clarity. Demya couldn’t make the sacrifice required of her in the arena that night. 

But she can make it here. 

For Selena. 

She can offer Vorac her pride and provide him with exactly what he wants. 

“There’s only one way you see sunrise,” Demya says. To her surprise, her voice comes out calm and flat. “If you drop that dossier and my Librarian dies? You might collect the reward money. And you might recoup my winnings. But understand that you will not live to spend it.” 

Her spatha cuts a thin line against Vorac’s carotid. A bright bead of ruby blood sizzles through the golden sigils glowing bright along her blade. Vorac whimpers. The stench of his piss fills the locker room. Disgust rolls through Demya. At him. At this entire situation. At herself for bringing them to this moment with her mistakes. Slowly, she steps back from the pool spreading beneath him and wipes the edge of spatha clean on the shoulder of his fine grey suit. 

Demya sheathes the blade at her belt and turns from him, sweeping aside the evidence still drifting through her holo. So useless. So naïve. She lets whatever victory she thought she might claim tonight slip from her grasp. The hope of that smallholding home she might have made with Selena is only a child’s dream, now. Nothing more. From her glass tablet, Demya transfers more than half of her earnings from the last four months to Vorac’s account. 

Enough Imperial credits to keep him in business. 

Enough to cover any bounty reward he might be tempted to claim on her and Selena. 

All those credits and the scar she left across his neck should buy Demya enough time to refuel their starship. To resupply their food and their water and their air. To get Selena safely offworld and past the Imperial fleet in orbit. The cost is everything Demya has bought with blood and pain for the last four months. But she’ll pay it, without question, for Selena.

“Understand me when I say this,” Demya says. Vorac doesn’t even glance at the influx of credits on his tablet screen. He barely breathes. She shrugs into her jacket and shoulders on her pack, ignoring her aching body. She crouches down to meet him eye-to-eye, careful to avoid the puddle of piss. She says, “All those legends your mother told you about Librarians and the knights who served them? You know they’re true. You know what I am, remember? So, you know there will be no safe place for you if my Librarian is harmed. Keep your mouth shut and live to see another morning. You ken?”

Vorac whimpers his agreement, cringing back from her. Demya stands and steps over him and out of the locker room. As the door swings shut behind her, his breath hitches in a wet mewl of fear.
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When Demya exits the arena, she pauses at her lightcraft speeder and takes in the view of Dedechae’s capital city, sprawling out and glittering beneath a sky full of stars. Through the haze of evening mist and light pollution, Demya locates the spaceport docks down near the sea, where Selena waits for her. 

Demya pulls up the hood of her jacket and fixes a shimmer shield over her face. From her perspective, the mask is gossamer thin and transparent, barely a whisper against her skin. But it will be enough to confuse the networked facial recognition AI in the city. Once Demya swings onto her speeder, she guns the engines blue. Racing toward the high-speed transit lanes back to the city, she leans low over the pilot console and holds tight to the controls. In the cool night wind, Demya shivers. For the first time in hours, the full weight of her exhaustion sinks into her bones. 

But Demya can’t rest. 

Not yet. 

Not until she gets Selena safely offworld. 
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As Demya weaves through the transit lanes, she keeps a wary eye on the traffic speeding recklessly close alongside her. Colossal automated shipping tanks. Luxury civilian lightcraft armed with credentials and permissions to hurtle past the speed limit with no consequence, as if every law were merely a suggestion for their kind. And most ominous of all, the Imperial military transports, sleek and white as winter wolves and just as vicious. 

Within minutes, she reaches Dedechae’s outer enclaves. Every night on her way home, Demya witnesses the city’s wealthiest citizens throwing constant, lavish parties in their wide-terraced gardens and immense mansions. At the sight of all that opulence, she summons up the holo display across her left eye. She tries not to flinch at the low balance in her account. With a few subvocal commands, Demya registers as a quick-sale vendor on the planetary social feeds and posts the specs for her speeder, along with her asking price. She won’t need another lightcraft until she and Selena reach a new world, but she needs the credits now. 

By the time Demya reaches the Old Market District, deep in the ancient heart of the city, she has a message from a night courier interested in purchasing her speeder. He arrives as she dismounts and flashes his ID across her vision’s holo display by way of introduction. He crouches down to inspect the speeder, running a few diagnostics with a battered glass tablet. Once he’s satisfied, he transfers the funds to her account. Then, with a wink, he swipes a forty-track album into her holo. Demya’s communications AI immediately quarantines the files. After a quick scan for viruses, it lets the album down into her data well. 

As his first track plays through the comms nestled in her inner ear, Demya chuckles at his brashness. His voice carries true in time with the song’s heavy dance beat. The courier—just nineteen and almost a full decade younger than Demya—flashes her a flirtatious grin as he mounts the speeder. He revs the engines and tries to catch a glimpse of her face past the shimmer mesh of her mask. Demya gives him a rueful shake of her head, waving him off. She’s grateful when he replies only with an overdramatic groan of heartbreak and speeds off for his next delivery of the night. 

With the courier’s dance beat matching her stride, Demya heads down into the winding streets of Dedechae’s Old Market. Neon lights gleam in myriad colors above hundreds of shops, all carved into the ancient stone ruins of the city’s first defensive walls. Vendors hawk steamed buns and fried pastries, stuffed with meats and vegetables of every variety. Confectioners offer up candied fruits, glittering with crystal sugar, and Demya’s mouth waters at the temptation. 

Dedechae, orbiting so close to the Imperial home system, trades in almost anything a weary traveller might want. Designer implants and body modifications, military-grade stealth tech and customizable encryption kits. Open sacks of spice from across the thousand worlds of the long-dead Sacristae Republic and jewelry dripping with diamonds and amethysts from always-winter moons. Silks and brocades stitched in the light of dying stars and on worlds hallowed by the gods. Swords and spears forged in starfire and warded with sigil-spells by the finest mages of the Caedes Empire.

Despite all the wonders on offer for customers with enough coin, Demya keeps her focus and takes care of what matters most before she wanders deeper into the Old Market. First, she contacts one of the registered companies at the docks to deliver fuel, air, and water to their starship. Then, with her remaining funds, Demya makes her way from shop to shop, bargaining and haggling to stretch her funds as far as possible.

Where the vendors allow, she pays in golden Imperial drachmas, without touching the credits in her account. The heavy gold coins are untraceable and slip unnoticed through the planet’s financial systems. Gradually, Demya fills her pack with much-needed supplies. Medical-grade pain-killers, antibiotics, gauze, and blue aechor in glass bottles for healing with sigil magic. New boots for her and four boxes of ammunition for her rifle. Between each shop, Demya checks the progress of the dock jobs and sets her AI crawling across the feeds for any sign that Vorac has betrayed their bargain. Though they return back within seconds with nothing to report, that does nothing to ease Demya’s anxiety. 

So, she does the next best thing. 

She sorts and organizes her purchases neatly in her pack and then counts out the last of her coins. Demya smiles, pleased. She has just enough left to pick up a few final essentials for Selena. First, a crate of the sweet glowfruit that Selena loves so much, shipped in from Dedechae’s terrestrial moons. Then, two simple silver combs for her ink black hair, decorated with subtle touches of abalone and pearl. And last, a tray of tender seedlings for Selena’s garden, just down the hall from their room.

As Demya leaves the last shop on her route, a soft rain shrouds the city and storm clouds crawl across the stars. Advertising drones hum past overhead and vendors roll out their awnings to shelter their wares. Desperate to ward off the chill, customers cluster close around restaurants open to the street that serve hot liquor and bowls of steaming noodles. 

Demya pulls up her hood against the rain and against the ad drones’ incessant facial recognition scans. Her mask obscures her face, but Demya refuses to take unnecessary chances. As she flips back to the planetary feeds to check in with her AI, she shuts down the courier’s dance track in her comms. Though they report no warnings, her unease only grows, and she shivers with the stress of constantly being on alert. 

With the small crates of glowfruit and garden seedlings tucked under her arm, Demya keeps her stride slow and measured, careful to not draw attention. Demya watches the flow of the customers around her, wary of the hunters scrolling the bounty boards in an alley as she passes. She marks cross streets and various avenues of escape along the rooftops. To resist reaching for her blade, she curls her fists tight and keeps a firm grip on her supplies. 

Trust your instincts, Aleksan’s ghost murmurs at her shoulder. You are a knight cadet alone in the world. You deserve a shield at your back, but you have only ghosts. Selena needs you alive. Get home, now. 

With her heart pounding, Demya turns off from the Old Market’s main boulevard. She’s seen nothing to raise any serious alarm, but she wants space from the crush of the crowd. Space to clear her head. 

Instead of relying on the city’s main thoroughfares to bring her to the docks, Demya charts a path through a maze of smaller side-streets. Turning and turning again, she jogs through the rain. The map shimmering across her vision’s holo adjusts every block and marks the way home. Finally, calmer from burning off most of her energy, Demya steps out onto a wide street near the docks, where Selena and their starship wait. 

But there, at the far end of the street, just at the port entrance, is an Imperial patrol. 

The rain runs down their white-enameled armor and sputters to steam against the magical scorch of their shields. With no transparent faceplate, their flat white helmets gleam, pale and unreadable. Emotionless and unnerving. 

Despite the cold, sweat slides between Demya’s shoulders. 

Without a thought, panic bursting like a rotten fruit in her chest, she ducks down a narrow alley. There on the left, she sees one of Dedechae’s thousand crumbling shrines, tucked between towering corporate offices. At the shrine gate, Demya fumbles a golden drachma from the pouch at her belt and drops the coin in the offering bowl, her fingers numb with cold. A gift to show the gods her gratitude for their guidance. To any street surveillance or high-altitude drones, she should register as nothing more suspicious than a petitioner at midnight prayers.

In the shrine’s inner courtyard, ancient trees grow in every corner. Their wide leaves shelter the space from the rain and the cold, from the city’s sounds and spying eyes. Candles glow in moss-covered alcoves, lush green life limned in warm light. Demya deposits her pack and supplies in the shadows, well out of sight. 

As the patrol draws closer, the echo of their boots fills the narrow alley. Their drones thrum overhead, scanning the area for all available data. Methodically and at incredible speed, they compare reality against their algorithms. Any detail out of place, Demya knows, will be labelled instantly as a threat. The patrol pauses outside the shrine. With the rain pattering against the leafy canopy and the buzzing of the drone engines, she can’t catch the details of their conversation. 

Demya bows her head low to the ground, as if in prayer. She rests her hand on her blade, comforted by its weight at her belt. Her body aches after hours of combat at the arena. Her tendons tight, her muscles cramped and bruised, her left hip and her ribs bright with pain. Again, she hears Aleksan’s voice, as though he kneels beside her in the damp. She feels his hand against hers at her blade, warm and calloused. 

Wait, Dem, he murmurs. Vorac was one man, alone. But twelve Imperials? Even Andrzej couldn’t stand against twelve Imperials alone. Right now, I need you to stay. Here with me, Dem. Just stay.

Demya closes her eyes and does as Aleksan asks. She stays with him, focusing on the memory of his steady heartbeat beneath her hand while he slept. She matches her breathing to the rise and fall of his chest and her own heart rate slows to match his. Outside, the patrol moves on. The tension in the air and her chest eases with their distance. Demya releases her grip on her spatha blade and sits up straight again. She hates how her hands shake, how her blood still sings with adrenaline, how she quivers with fear. But more than anything, she hates how foolish she feels that her heart aches when she does not find Aleksan there beside her. When she finds only his memory in her mind. 

But as much as Demya longs to return to Selena now, with the threat of danger so near, she refuses to leave the shrine until she’s certain the Imperials won’t circle back for another pass. She refuses lead them right to the starship and Selena. For now, she’s trapped here at the shrine with her ghosts.

Demya pulls a small drone from her pack and programs a patrol route of the surrounding streets. She fills her palm with aechor from one of the bottles she purchased at the Old Market and uses the bright blue liquid to draws a stealth sigil across the drone’s back. Enough magic to mask it from any surveillance, but not enough to raise any sort of alarm. Once the drone drifts out through the shrine gate and into the rain, Demya settles back on her knees before the alcove. She rests her hands, palms up, on her thighs and centers her mind, like Andrzej taught her. She calms her thoughts and takes in the details of her surroundings. 

The full offering bowl by the shrine’s gate and every flickering candle implies that Dedechae’s citizens are far more faithful than Demya assumed. While the Caedes Empire never outlawed the worship of the Sacristae Republic’s hundred thousand gods, they didn’t encourage it either. But even overgrown as the shrine is here, Demya sees the signs of care and devotion. Folded parchments, dark with prayers handwritten in ink. Flowers and fruits arranged at the shrines of various gods, clearly removed by the shrine’s priests before they rotted. 

And there, deeper in the shadows beneath the trees, Demya sees a wide marble basin, empty and overgrown with moss. The sight of that basin pulls Demya abruptly out of her meditation. She almost laughs, but she’s so exhausted, it comes out ragged and sharp. 

Of course this would be a shrine built for Librarians. 

Before the destruction of the Library, that empty pool would have brimmed bright with golden aechor. Before the war, millions of petitioners came to Salus Sermo from all across the galaxy on pilgrimage each year. Once Librarians established a mind-to-mind connection with them, anchored with aechor and sigil magic, petitioners could give a full accounting of their lives. With their magic, Librarians transcribed those memories into sanctum pools just like this, perfectly preserving petitioners’ lives in their entirety. For the faithful, it was a religious experience. Their living memory would reside forever as data in the Library’s archival pools. Their entire lives captured and cradled in golden light. Every sunrise and sunset, every great love and crushing loss. Every thought and emotion, every fear and hope and dream. 

Eternal and incorruptible, sacred and divine. 

Giving a testimony to the Library was the closest thing to re-creating a soul outside a human body. On all the thousand worlds of the ancient Sacristae Republic, pools just like this held countless lives. For millennia, the faithful entrusted that power and that knowledge to Librarians and the knights sworn to defend them. 

But no more. 

After the Caedes Empire destroyed Salus Sermo, their data reavers harvested sanctums just like this all across the galaxy. Most of their reavers went mad, burning out their minds and their magic, but the Empire had no other options, with nearly every Librarian hunted to extinction. And when the Caedes Empire was done with their harvests, they cracked the basin of every sanctum on every world, rendering them completely unusable.

So now, Librarian shrines were abandoned to the elements, or repurposed, like this one, to serve as a temple to the Empire’s hundred thousand gods. All around Demya, the shrine’s candles glow, each lit with a prayer and a whispered hope. Since Andrzej’s execution, Demya has no use for prayers. Prayers and hope won’t bring back the dead or rebuild the Library or make Salus Sermo bloom again or restore the future she and Selena dreamed of together with Aleksan.

But at least, here at this shrine, even if she is too exhausted for prayers or hope, Demya can remember. She pulls the collection of knight medallions from a pouch at her belt and cuts each free of its stitching. She arranges them reverently between the candles in the alcove, tracing the sigils lovingly carved in gold by a Librarian’s magic. When Demya is done and she lights a candle of her own, her hand does not shake, and the taper and the flame do not tremble. She bows again, her brow against the cool stones. She breathes in the scent of the rain and the green, and she speaks the names of her dead. 

In the arena, she remembered her brother as he died on Salus Sermo. But here in the shrine, surrounded by medallions that mark the devotion of so many knights—their service and their sacrifice—she remembers Andrzej as he lived. Dark-haired and soft-spoken, broad-shouldered and gentle. She remembers when he taught her to dance with her blade. To understand and control the power that flowed through every strike and every step. She remembers his lessons on meditation and sigil magic. On honor and strength. On the fact that her duty as a knight would be—first and forever and always—to her Librarian. 

But the war came and the Imperials destroyed Salus Sermo and Andrzej was killed and Demya never became a knight. She never swore her oaths in the First Sanctum. She never wore the red brocade mark, belted at her hips, that named her as a knight sworn to Selena’s service.

And after Demya watched the destruction of her homeworld, she knew she never would. But in the seven years since, she’s lived every day since by her own oaths, keeping Selena safe and staying one step ahead of their enemies. 

As Demya’s drone drifts back in from the rain, she pushes herself to her feet, ignoring her body’s protests. The drone’s scans show empty streets and only routine surveillance drones patrolling above the cloud line. So, Demya shoulders her pack and collects the rest of her supplies. If Aleksan was here, he would smirk at her sentimentality with those knight medallions. He would lean close, warm and smelling of leather and citrus, his jaw scruffy with half a week’s growth, and kiss her cheek. He would tell her that while the dead didn’t need anything from her, Selena did. He would remind her that their Librarian was waiting. 

At the shrine’s gate, Demya scans the street for any sign of the Imperial patrol or their surveillance drones. When she’s confident the streets are clear, she slips out of the shrine and keeps to the shadows as she makes her way back to Selena.
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When Demya reaches the spaceport, she finds their starship waiting at the docks in the dark. Despite the rain, the protective sigil spells that she drew in aechor and her own blood that morning still glow golden around the starship’s cargo hold loading ramp. The shield they create crackles with enough magic to repel any unauthorized visitors. Before she steps inside, Demya checks the work from the dock crews. Though she put in a rush order, oxygen and water and fuel have all been properly loaded and the tanks resealed to her satisfaction. 

When she finishes her inspection, Demya removes her gloves and nicks her thumb with a small blade from her boot. She draws her personal sigil across her palm and raises her hand to the sigil shield. With blood calling to blood, the shield glitters into the visible spectrum and irises open to allow her through. When Demya crosses the boundary into the ship, the shield closes behind her, muting the sound of the rain.

To prepare for the launch into orbit, Demya closes the loading ramp and seals the airlock behind her. Once she stows most of the supplies she picked up from the Old Market and nestles the new seedlings into one of the few open spaces on Selena’s work bench in the garden, she crosses the hall to the armory. 

Beside her locker, her knight armor sits mounted on a display rack. 

While Demya unpacks the rest of her purchases—new boots, ammunition, medical supplies—she does her best not to give it a second glance. She hasn’t donned her armor since Salus Sermo. Wearing it now would only mark her and Selena immediately for death. More than once, Demya has considered scrapping it for credits. 

But once a year, Demya wakes late in the night to find Selena’s side of the bed cold and empty. Each time, she stumbles out of bed and follows the sound of her Librarian’s voice to the armory. There, in the middle of the floor, Selena sits cross-legged in her nightgown surrounded by Demya’s armor. While she polishes and oils each piece, burnishing the steel plate, she hums softly to herself. Lullabies of infants rocked to sleep in a knight’s shield and wrapped warm against the winter in a Librarian’s cloak. Ballads of the Library’s founding and the first black legions of knights who defended their homeworld against any threat. Old courtship songs from Salus Sermo that Aleksan once mangled on the long sunny afternoons they spent in Selena’s dorm, studying for their exams. 

Demya has never told Selena that she knows about these yearly devotions. Watching her Librarian dirty her hands and concern herself with a task so far beneath her stirs such a storm of complicated emotions in Demya that she can only turn away and return to their bed. Overwhelming gratitude that Selena would care so much mingles with frustration and anger that she still thinks anything about Demya’s lost knighthood matters. 

But still, the armor remains. 

Another revenant from the future they’ll never have. 
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Once she’s done in the armory, Demya heads for their chambers. On her way, she opens her vision’s holo display to check in with her AI and their surveillance of Vorac’s activities. As she boots up the command to summon the AI home, a warning chimes in her comms.

Demya stops cold in the hallway. 

She swipes open her data well to view her messages, her chest tightening with an awful, heavy dread. If Vorac betrayed their bargain, Demya has maybe half an hour before Imperial forces arrive from orbit. Less, if the planetary governor launches military craft from Dedechae’s capitol complex.

But instead of a warning from her AI, Demya finds a ghost waiting in her message queue. 

Crafted from pixels and light in her vision’s holo display, Aleksan Rusrukh stands in the hallway of her starship, just out of her reach. But not quite a ghost. Somehow, he has returned from the dead as a man grown. He’s broader in the shoulders and thicker across the chest than she remembers. She never traced those new scars along his jaw with her fingertips. And he stands taller than her now, by four or five inches. In the same breath, he’s the boy she and Selena loved and he’s a stranger they never got the chance to meet. 

Demya is vaguely aware of her heart pounding, of her breath coming quick and unsteady. She raises a trembling hand and accepts his connection request. As his message downloads past her security scans and into her data well, Demya takes in the sight of him.

Aleksan’s eyes sparkle the same vivid blue she knew so well. And there’s the crooked smile she adored. He wears his hair longer now, shaggy and rough. But at his belt, he still wears his spatha blade, strung with the knight medallions he won for his service to Selena as a knight cadet. When he shifts from one foot to the other, his movements and the powerful lines of his body are so familiar that Demya longs to reach for him across all the years between them. 

And she remembers. 

She remembers the steady rhythm of his heart under her hand the first time they kissed and the taste of honey beer in his mouth. The weight and the heat of him between her legs. The way he gripped the sheets and gasped her name and buried his face against the curve of her neck at his release. His laughter when she bested him at the Midsummer Trials and crowned Selena the Lady of the Longest Day. The smell of the ink-and-paper tomes he carried in her personal pack when they were deployed on campaign for the Library. His reverence when he traced the lines of Selena’s face beneath the stars on Salus Sermo. 

Demya’s security system chimes, pulling her from her reverie. 

Aleksan’s message waits in her data well. 

Though everything inside her aches to hear his voice, to hear what he has reached across the stars and across seven years to tell her, Demya follows Library protocols. Verifying the provenance and veracity of the message matters more than her own longing and hope and fear. So, carefully, deliberately, Demya runs a battery of scans through the message's underlying code. 

Confirmations that Aleksan’s encryption codes and pass phrases match those listed in her Library codex. Authentications that his image was not crafted by an Imperial AI, that his eyes and his smile and his voice match historical video records she keeps in her data well. Reviews for back-trace code that might report the starship’s location back to their enemies. And finally, queries for any infiltrator programs seeking to slip through the starship’s systems and corrupt Selena's data archives. 

As she completes the final protocol requirement, Demya cycles back to begin the scans over again. But then, she stops and shakes her head. The message is no fabrication or Imperial trap and requires no further security check. She’s just afraid. His message could contain anything. A warning of a new and lethal danger to Selena. A bitter revelation that he believes they abandoned him on Salus Sermo, confirming Demya’s guilt after all these years about her decision to get Selena offworld before the final siege. A request that will radically change their lives and hurtle them into an uncertain future. Her fear of what Aleksan might have to say tangles sick with her desire to hear his voice until her stomach twists with nausea. 

Demya knows her delay won’t change what Aleksan has to tell her, no matter how afraid she is. So, she shoves her cowardice aside, and opens the file. The looped holo vid of Aleksan shifting his weight flows seamlessly into his message. 

Aleksan smiles at her from lightyears away, from out of the depths of time, from beyond his own death. When he speaks, the sound of his voice fills Demya’s eyes with tears. Her knees wobble and she has to reach for one of the starship’s support beams to stay on her feet. Never in her life did Demya ever believe that she would hear his voice again. Not outside the fragmented videos and messages she keeps stored so carefully in her data well and in the starship’s archives.

When Aleksan speaks, he chooses his words carefully, his expression serious and earnest, but what he says is strangely nonsensical. He tells her of dreams of dew drop moons and jewels as delicate as hummingbird hearts. Of morning light stitched into the shape of a saint’s song and ink blacker than the shadow of a knight’s spatha blade. 

Demya furrows her brows in confusion. He is trying so clearly to tell her something and she’s missing it. She plays the message again from the beginning. As Aleksan speaks in the Common language of the ancient Sacristae Republic, Demya realizes that he’s also crafting those words into something else. 

He’s creating something for Demya that she should recognize. 

Something they shared. 

In the recording, Aleksan flashes her a quick grin, as if he knew she wouldn’t catch on. And that’s when Demya understands. She chokes on a laugh and wipes the tears from her eyes. Of course, he wouldn’t trust all the encryption codes and indexed pass phrases, even with all the security protocols required by the Librarian High Command. None of that was ironclad anymore. Not after Salus Sermo fell and the Imperials claimed the Library’s Archives. Of course, Aleksan would add one more layer of encryption that no one but Demya or Selena could break.

One winter when they served on campaign together, he and Demya developed a secret code to talk securely over compromised comm lines. When they returned to Salus Sermo that spring, they taught it to Selena. After that, all their communications were a complete mystery to their peers. Demya still has some of Aleksan’s love letters written in their nonsense code, full of bad poetry about her eyes and her hips and her mouth. She laughs again, marveling that he remembered, that he thought to provide one more layer of protection in his message. 

Demya starts the message over for the third time. She has to pause the play through more than once to parse through their code. She hasn’t heard it spoken aloud in seven years, not since the last night she saw him, when she and Selena left Salus Sermo before the final siege. Slowly, with each sentence Demya understands, Aleksan’s meaning comes through, clear and true. 

Aleksan says that he never once stopped searching for her and Selena after the fall of Salus Sermo. For years, he left data caches at hundreds of Librarian outposts, abandoned after the war. Across thousands of encrypted Librarian channels, he sent just as many messages, all in the hope that he might find his way back to them. 

But within the last week, he salvaged a Library comms beacon, left for scrap in orbit above a Periphery world. After Salus Sermo, he was never able to access any of the Library’s networks to update his own encryption codes and so was uncertain if any of his messages ever reached them. But in that beacon’s storage array, Aleksan found up-to-date broadcast frequencies, paired with encryption codes and pass phrases. One frequency—the one he used for this message—matched the frequency he and Demya frequently used on campaign.

If they are watching his message now, Aleksan says, he wants to meet. 

Coordinates populate in Demya’s display, along with a starmap, marking the way to a broken moon along the galactic rim. Aleksan explains that this was the seat of power for an ancient Great House, destroyed during the war for their alliance with the Library. The coordinates point directly to a ruined mansion cradled in the moon’s largest crater. 

Magic holds a breathable atmosphere to the moon’s surface, Aleksan says, and binds the shattered fragments of the moon together in a stable configuration. It may seem a strange place for a rendezvous, but its location at the very edge of Periphery space promises some protection from the Empire’s attention. 

But more importantly, the Library beacon he salvaged mentioned this place specifically. And when he arrived to investigate, he found a Librarian signal emanating from that ruined mansion. He’s included the sigil’s wave-form with his message, he says, for Demya’s inspection. He’s spent the last few days in orbit above the broken moon, pulling the Librarian signal apart in every way he knows how. Everything he's found in the code shows it to be genuine. Based off of everything he’s found, Aleksan believes that an honest-to-the-gods Librarian left that signal for anyone still loyal to the Library at that mansion. Before Demya and Selena arrive, he will secure a landing site and investigate the source of the signal. 

Aleksan says he knows that opening the lines of communication is dangerous. Potentially lethal to her and Selena. He doesn’t expect them to respond, but he will wait there on that desolate moon. He swallows hard, earnest. In the message, Aleksan steps closer. He lifts his hand, as if to touch her face. Tears spill down Demya’s cheeks. 

Aleksan says he will wait. For her and Selena, he has waited seven years. 

He will wait now as long as a knight’s oaths require. 

Even to the edge of doom.
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Aleksan’s message ends and he stands again in her holo, occasionally shifting his weight, waiting for her. Everything in Demya begs her to replay the vid, just to see his face and hear his voice again. But she doesn’t have time for that kind of sentimentality, and neither does Aleksan. He needs her airborne and headed for the aechor gate in orbit. Demya’s AI, crawling Dedechae’s feeds and encrypted Imperial channels, reports no sign that Vorac has betrayed their bargain. But the threat of him is all too real. 

Demya needs to get Selena off this planet and someplace safe. 

Someplace hidden where the Empire and their megacorp allies can’t find her. 

And once Selena is secure in a safehouse somewhere along the Periphery, Demya needs to get to that broken moon. To Aleksan. Whatever Librarian signal he’s found in the crumbling ruin of that mansion doesn’t matter to her. All that matters is that Demya brings him home, that they’ll be together again. The three of them against the world. From her holo, she initiates the starship’s three-part launch preparation routine, sweeps Aleksan’s message back into her message queue, and continues to the cockpit.

But as Demya passes the chamber she shares with Selena, she pauses. 

Their bed is empty, the sheets tangled in the moonlight falling through the chamber’s curved glass-and-steel roof. A few paces forward, toward the stern, Selena sits at the edge of the starship’s data pool. Her white nightgown, sleeveless and edged in lace, flows over the full curves of her body and spills around her like liquid starlight. The pool brims with golden aechor, with magic and information, lighting her face in soft, warm hues. 

Even when Demya was a knight cadet at the Citadel, she could lose herself for hours watching Selena work. Tonight, Demya pulls her gaze from her Librarian and focuses on the information Selena has compiled in the holo above the data pool. In her outbox, neatly tagged and organized, is the freelance research work she must have waded through that day. Depending on the job, Selena might spend weeks crafting annotated bibliographies for medical research, coding databases for universities on a dozen worlds, or cataloging the private textual antiquities collections of eccentric Great House heirs. 

Behind a fake name and fake credentials, Selena has built a resume that pulls in high paying clientele from across the galaxy. If she hired out to a megacorp, she could pull down enough coin that Demya would never need to fight in an arena again. But with their surveillance AI scanning her work, any megacorp would identify Selena as a Library-trained researcher within days. So, with that risk in mind, freelance work at a quarter of the pay has to suffice. 

Though she expends her magic sifting through data pool as a freelancer during the day, Selena always reserves enough for her own work in the evenings. For the work that truly matters. In the holo above the data pool, this evening’s research drifts through the light. From Dedechae’s archives, Selena has dredged up any information she can find on other Librarians and apprentices from her cohort. Hints and whispers and clues about anyone who might have survived the fall of their homeworld. 

Amid those research items, Selena has also constructed an orbital diagram for a small planet and its moon, fragmented and broken. She’s marked the location of a possible Librarian signal in red on the moon’s surface. In an ink-and-paper journal, Selena scrawls her own notes, synthesizing her research and examining next steps. 

Demya knows that Selena believes that somewhere, out there in the black between the stars, Librarians and their allies could be laying the groundwork for the Library to rise again. That they might still defend the thousand worlds of the Sacristae Republic from corrupt megacorps , and the Caedes Empire that funds them, and the sprawling crime syndicates that profit from every side of every conflict. 

But Demya entertains no such dreams.

As a knight cadet, she saw Librarians use their magic to raise shields strong enough to withstand Imperial starfire. To access the memories of the dead and wield their knowledge of combat and tactics on the battlefield. To heal broken bodies and minds torn apart by trauma. To connect soul-to-soul with their knights and achieve feats most would consider miracles.

But even with all that power and all that magic, even with their legions of knights and their Great House allies, all the Librarians of Salus Sermo could not stop the Caedes Empire. The Library was destroyed and all her allies with her. 

Demya has seen hundreds of Librarians and knights executed on the galactic social feeds. She’s outwitted and outrun more independent bounty hunters than she cares to count. She’s killed dozens of megacorp mercenaries. She’s survived two Imperial deathstalkers, famous for hunting Librarians across the stars. All dreamed of carving out Selena’s heart and taking Demya’s head to collect the million-credit reward and the Imperial favor that came with it. 

Each and every one dreamed, but each and every one also failed. Demya has the scars to prove it. And after seven years of silence, with no word from Librarian High Command, Demya has all the proof she needs to know that the Library is gone. And knowing that, Demya knows that any path Selena might take toward life as a Librarian leads only to death. In Demya’s mind, that truth is as constant as gravity, as true and unshakeable as her love for her Librarian.

But even if her dream of a Library reborn can never be made real, Selena deserves more than this. She has all the skill and knowledge of a Librarian and she completed her full course of study at the Citadel. But a week from her cloaking ceremony, the war tore their lives apart. So, while there may be nothing left of their former lives, Selena deserves to wear a Librarian’s crimson cloak. To be anointed with ink and aechor, with saltwater and blood. To be crowned in sunlight and sigil magic. To swear her oaths as a Librarian at the First Sanctum. 

But this is all Demya can give her. 

A battered starship salvaged from scrap. A pitifully small data pool that can’t possibly compare to the vast archival sanctums Selena studied at Salus Sermo. A life without glory or honor or renown. A life spent in the shadows, constantly on guard against unseen threats, with only a not-quite-knight earning the coin they need to survive with broken bones and spilled blood.

And yet, despite all that, Selena never falters.

She dreams and she hopes and she believes, always, that a better world can still be born. As she works at the starship’s data pool tonight, Selena transforms their cramped quarters into a sacred space. Her sigils, drawn across the pool’s surface and summoning specific data from the depths, wash their room in sunshine light. 

And in this moment, for Demya, standing in the shadows at the door, there is only Selena. She bites her full lower lip to concentrate—a habit she picked up as a Librarian apprentice—and checks her notes against information in the holo. Twirling a strand of ink-black hair around her delicate fingers, Selena is beautiful and brilliant and nothing else matters. Not Demya’s fight in the arena or the close call at the shrine with the Imperial patrol or the shock of Aleksan’s message. 

But then the starship chimes, announcing that the first of Demya’s three launch prep routines has successfully completed. Startled, Selena looks up from her work and sees Demya at the door. 

“Demya?” she asks. She summons up the starship’s systems log in her holo, confirming the launch routines. “What’s happened? Why are we leaving Dedechae?”

Chagrined, Demya steps into the light. With one glance, Selena takes in Demya’s appearance and her eyes go wide. Demya, without her adrenaline after her sprint through the city or the soul-numbing grief that drowned her in the arena, is suddenly acutely aware of how badly her body aches. The throbbing pain along her jaw and across her broken nose and her split lips. The tender bruise spreading ugly and purple down her temple and across her left cheekbone. The rain in her hair and the blood drying in the creases of her swollen knuckles. The careful way she favors her left hip. The shallow breaths she gasps between broken ribs.

Selena sets her notes aside and approaches Demya, her expression full of concern and barely contained anxiety. But when she reaches to touch Demya’s face, to examine her injuries, Demya only shakes her head. These last four months, Demya has been so careful to never come home like this, to heal herself with sigil magic and aechor at the arena, to shower in the armory before every coming back to bed. This is just another mistake she’s made tonight. 

And while Selena’s hand is a cool blessing against her cheek, they don’t have time. And Demya knows she doesn’t deserve the healing she knows Selena will offer. Not after she lied for the last four months about how she spent her days and her nights. Not when she willingly took this punishment in the arena. Not when she was so impotent that she could only cower from an Imperial patrol in an abandoned shrine and brace for her own death if they did not pass her by. Not after she so stupidly dared to challenge Vorac and put Selena in such terrible danger.

Not when she holds Aleksan’s message in her data well. 

Not when Selena needs to know that he lives. 

Gently, Demya pulls Selena’s hand from her cheek and kisses her fingers. Selena’s brows knit with confusion, but Demya steps past her and slumps wearily onto the edge of their bed. Demya opens her data well to draw up Aleksan’s message. 

But then she stops. 

She stares up at the data pool’s holo, transfixed by the orbital model that Selena has constructed for the planet and its broken moon. And by the Librarian signal marked in red on the moon’s surface. Selena’s bold script, written in light and hanging above the model, names the moon and the Great House that once ruled that sector of space.

Lillium. House Obcasus.

Demya pulls the moon’s coordinates from Selena’s holo down into her data well and cross-references them against the coordinates Aleksan provided for their rendezvous. 

An exact match.

“Demya?” Selena asks. Worry weighs heavy in her voice. “Talk to me.” 

There’s no way to explain, except to show her. So, Demya drops Aleksan’s message into the holo. As his image forms out of the pixels and light in the holo and he stands tall in the center of their room, Selena sucks in a sharp breath and her hands fly to cover her mouth. For Demya, seeing him here again is just as overwhelming as when he appeared in her holo in the hall. As the message starts to play, Demya lowers her head into her hands. With each word he speaks, the truth that he lives grows steadily and simultaneously more real and more unbelievable. For so many years, Demya longed to see Aleksan again, to touch him, to hear his voice. And in all that time, she believed it was impossible, that she would only find him again on the other side of the sky, when her sword was broken and her shield was shattered and her body was ash between the stars. And now, when Demya imagines meeting him on Lillium, of walking toward him under an open sky and seeing his smile again, the moment feels more like a dream than anything else, surreal and beautiful and strange. 

In the holo, Aleksan’s message concludes, pulling Demya from her thoughts. Selena stares up at his face, as if trying to memorize everything about him that has changed. And then she plays the message a second time. Then a third, and again, a fourth. Each time, she runs her own verifications, just as Demya did. Again and again, she examines Aleksan’s grammar and semantics, searching for any mistakes in his use of their code. For any hint that the message might be a fake. But after almost half an hour, Selena wipes her tears with trembling hands and turns to Demya. 

“The Librarian signal that drew Aleksan to Lillium matches this signal I found in Dedechae's archives this morning,” Selena says. She sweeps every other piece of data out of the holo and expands the image of the moon and the signal marked in red. “Dedechae’s satellites caught it coming from Lillium a few weeks ago.”

She pulls the wave-form of the signal from her research notes and aligns it with the one Aleksan sent with his message. The wave-forms flow in perfect alignment.

“You think it’s a trap?” Demya asks. “Maybe the Caedes Empire planted a fake signal here on Dedechae and in abandoned Librarian beacons across the galaxy? All to draw Librarians and their knights to Lillium?”

“The Librarian signal Aleksan and I found is genuine,” Selena says. “It’s not something the Imperials created and it’s not a years-old message they pulled out of our Archives. The signal was created just four months ago, is encrypted according to up-to-date Librarian protocols, and carries the call signature of a registered Librarian.”

And with those words, Demya hears Selena’s hope. And she understands. For Selena, the idea that another Librarian exists out there in the black between the stars—real and true, formed of flesh and blood and bone, no mere daydream or fantastical hope—is intoxicating.

“Aleksan is already at Lillium,” Demya says. “We’re two weeks away, at best. How do you want to respond?”

Selena crosses her arms, worrying at her lower lip again. As she paces around the pool, she crafts a message for Aleksan from sigils and their secret code, occasionally altering the text here and there. Impossible for a third party to decrypt. 

Before Selena sends it, she passes it to Demya for review. The message is brief, with Selena confirming their receipt of his message and requesting confirmation of conditions on the ground. But layered within the sigils and their code, the message cradles a dozen memories the three of them shared together. Intimacies Demya had buried so deep over the last seven years, she’d almost forgotten them. When he reads it, there will be no question of their love for him, even after all these years. Demya, her throat tight with emotion, can only nod her approval when she passes the message back to Selena. 

As Selena wraps the message in one last layer of encryption and sends it out, Demya does the rough math in her head, reckoning when it should arrive at Lillium. Within the hour, one of the thousand ships in orbit above Dedechae would pick up their message from the communication hub and carry it through the planet’s faster-than-light aechor gate. From there, the message would be passed from ship to ship, until it came within range of Lillium. When the message could read the signal from the aechor gate above the broken moon, it would cut ties with its ship’s AI and transmit down to Aleksan’s data well. So, within two or three days, Aleksan may open their message and read their words.

“We need to talk about why you’ve started our launch,” Selena says. Selena pulls up the navigation logs in her holo. The fields for the destination coordinates and flight plan are void, outlined in red light. “You had the coordinates from Aleksan’s message when you started the routines. But why haven’t you confirmed our course?” 

The starship chimes a second time, announcing the completion of the second launch routine. Demya runs her hands over her face and back over her head. Long strands of her black hair have come loose from her long braid after her run through the city and fat drops of rainwater collect between her feet. She looks up at Selena and she hates what she’s about to say and she hates that avoiding it is not an option. But more than that, she hates the sudden fear and understanding she sees in Selena’s eyes.

“The Librarian signal on Lillium might be genuine,” Demya says. “But this is likely still an Imperial trap. The odds that you both discovered the same signal, after seven years of silence from Librarian High Command? And he finds that signal in the same beacon where he finds this frequency? That’s not a coincidence, Selena. Our luck has never been that good, and the gods certainly aren’t interested in blessing us now, after everything they’ve already taken.” 

“We can’t leave Aleksan on Lillium,” Selena says. “We left him on Salus Sermo all those years ago, and we lost him. I won’t leave him again.”

Demya looks back down at the rain pooling between her feet. She can’t think about the last time she saw Aleksan on their homeworld. Snow in his dark chestnut hair, his cheeks flushed with the cold, his mouth warm against hers, his hands cradling her face. He told her that Andrzej had requested her presence on campaign. That his Librarian had requested Selena’s assistance in the field. Aleksan’s words frosted on the night air and he promised Demya that he would join her and Selena within the next few days. 

Only months later, after the fall of their homeworld and Andzej’s execution and the collapse of the Library, did Demya and Selena learn that Aleksan had commandeered the lightship that carried them from Salus Sermo, that he lied to Librarian High Command, that he forged the request from Andrzej. That he had done whatever he had to do to get them offworld before the final siege. 

“We aren’t doing anything, Selena.” 

Demya’s thoughts haze with the memories and the grief of those awful, final days. Chaos on every frequency and unconfirmed reports of so many dead and Librarian homeships bombed out of orbit by the Imperials and left broken across hundreds of worlds. Demya shakes her head, trying to surface out of that sea of loss. 

“I’ve got enough credits to set you up in a safe house on Acadia Nova,” Demya says. She looks up at Selena and holds on to what matters. “It’s is a small Periphery world, where Aleksan and I served in one of the Library’s campaigns. You’ll be safe there. Once you’re settled, I’ll take the starship and head to Lillium.” 

“Absolutely not!” Selena cries. Her voice cracks and she stalks forward, her fingers curling into fists. “That is completely unacceptable. I will not hide in some safe house, thousands of lightyears from you and Aleksan. I refuse.” 

“This isn’t a debate.” 

Demya stands up from their bed and every muscle in her body spasms in protest. She sways, lightheaded from the pain. Instead of pushing the issue in Demya’s silence, Selena goes quiet and her expression softens. 

“If Lillium is a trap,” Demya says. “I won’t take you into it.” 

Frustration stains her voice in shades of resentment and anger. Nothing about her decision here is unreasonable. She can’t understand how Selena doesn’t see that. Her safety has always come first, before everything. 

But still Selena says nothing. 

Instead, she turns to the reservoir of pure blue aechor beside her data pool. Drawn from the heart of a newborn star, the liquid has never before been used for magic. Selena fills a shallow marble bowl with the liquid and rests it against her hip. Then, she turns back to Demya and waits in silence for the last of her argument. 

“If this is a trap, the Imperials may have already captured Aleksan,” Demya says through gritted teeth. “I won’t be able to help him if I’m worried about keeping you safe. Selena, you have to understand—!” 

“I understand well enough,” Selena says.

She crosses the distance between them and rests her hand on Demya’s chest. She lifts her doe eyes, dark and shadowed with thick lashes. The basin of aechor still rests against her hip, sapphire blue and sparkling like starlight. And then, with the slightest bit of her strength, Selena pushes against Demya’s chest. For Demya, already exhausted and unsteady, it is enough to send her stumbling back into their bed. 

She pushes herself up on her elbows, her face hot with humiliation. She glares up at Selena, ready with a torrent of words honed sharp with hurt. But Selena simply rests her basin of aechor on the floor and kneels between Demya’s feet. Demya sits up slowly, her body aching with the effort.

“I understand that there is no safer place in the universe for me than by your side,” Selena says. “Aleksan would have been my knight, Demya, the same as you. I love him, just as I love you.”

She rests her hands on Demya’s knees and bows her head. Like a supplicant before a king or a warlord. In that instant, Demya’s shock destroys what remains of her frustration and anger. Everything in her revolts at the image of Selena on her knees like this. 

No Librarian should ever kneel to anyone. Ever.

But before Demya can stand, before she can pull Selena to her feet, her Librarian looks up, her dark eyes bright with tears. But there is nothing weak or pleading or helpless in her voice when she speaks. Instead, Demya hears only a Librarian, fierce, commanding, and strong as Citadel-forged steel. 

“I have never left you,” Selena says. “Never once since Salus Sermo. No matter what danger we faced, no matter the threat. I never left you. Never. Do not ask me to leave you now.”

Tears spill silver down her cheeks, but Selena does not wipe her face and she does not duck her head in shame. She lets Demya see her hurt and her determination and her refusal to be left behind. Even on her knees, Selena is like a queen wholly convinced of the righteousness of her cause, head tilted proud to bear her crown, her gaze unflinching. In her Librarian’s face, Demya sees everything she has always loved about Selena. And she knows that she cannot leave her behind, that Selena is right. 

A knight’s sword and shield and sigil-magic were a Librarian’s surest guarantee of safety. It was a truth as ancient and undeniable as the laws of the universe. And here Demya was, trying to deny it, to force Selena to stay on a strange Periphery world. Alone and so many lightyears from true safety. All because Demya is afraid she won’t be able to keep her oaths. Selfish and cowardly, again, twice in a single night.

“We’ll go together,” Selena says. “We’ll face whatever waits for us on Lillium together. And tonight? We’ll face this together, too. You’re hurt, and you’re going to let me help you.”

Selena rests the basin of aechor into her lap and sinks her hands into the indigo liquid. When she calls up her magic with a wordless lullaby, the aechor shimmers gold in her hands, as if she holds a new sun. The scent of her magic—fresh-turned soil and summer rain and sunflowers—saturates the chamber and summons up so many memories of Salus Sermo that Demya almost weeps. With that song, Selena offers Demya healing and relief from every broken bone and torn muscle and bloody wound. 

But she waits, as she always has, for Demya to give her permission. 

As a Librarian, Selena has the right to command Demya in any way she sees fit. But here in their bed, she has never once reached for that privilege. Instead, there is always this moment of stillness, where they breathe together, making room for refusal and understanding. 

Demya gazes down at the light in Selena’s hands, reading the offer there. More than once, field medics on campaign sang the healing songs for her. But when Selena forges the aechor connection between them, the magic and the intimacy and the tenderness in her healing always takes Demya’s breath. 

And Demya hasn’t asked for this kind of connection in all their seven years on the run. She should refuse this offer now. She’s strong enough, even after her fights in the arena, to draw on her own magic and heal herself. And, with all the damage she took during the day’s fighting, she knows Selena might drain her magic to the dregs trying to mend her. 

Worse, Demya knows Selena would never hesitate to do so. 

But the fierce and steady fire in in Selena’s dark eyes burns away Demya’s reservations and sets her heart racing. So, Demya accepts Selena’s offer. She will not deny her Librarian. 

Not now. Not ever. 

As Selena summons the aechor in the basin into her blood, the light spreads through her body until she glows like a fallen star. She takes Demya’s hands in her own and twines their fingers together. When she smiles that warm summer smile that Demya can never resist, her magic sings through Demya’s body like sunrise. 
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Within a few gasped breaths, the wounds in Demya’s bloody knuckles close, completely healed. Every nerve in her hands tingles and prickles, as if she grabbed onto a live electrical wire. Light spreads up her arms and into her chest, warm and soothing. Dizzy from the residual magic burning through her, Demya doesn’t refuse when Selena helps her out of her boots and peels her out of her rain-drenched clothes. As Selena climbs into bed behind Demya, she glows so intensely with magic that the shadows in their chambers shift with her movements. As if she is the sun around which their entire world orbits. Demya, exhausted, can only slump at the edge of their bed in her under clothes and breathe, her elbows on her knees.

Selena brushes Demya’s thick black braid over her shoulder and lifts Demya’s undershirt up and over her head. As Selena surveys the map of bruises across her back, guilt sinks cold through Demya’s chest. She brought this damage on herself. Selena has already done enough and Demya won’t ask for more. 

But then Selena rests her hands, dripping with sunshine, between Demya’s bare shoulders. Demya sucks in a sharp, shocked breath. Selena’s palms press warm against her skin and her fingertips trace the lines of muscle from the nape of Demya’s neck, across her shoulders, down her spine, and over the curve of her hips. With each touch, her magic sings down through Demya’s body in a symphony of light. Closing her wounds and the bloody mess of her split lips. Healing the cracked bones in her hip and her ribs and the fracture along her jaw. Mending torn tendons and bruised muscles and strained ligaments in her shoulders and her knees.

With each pass of Selena’s magic, Demya clutches the bed sheets to hold herself steady. She growls out a low groan of relief and Selena's soft peal of laughter is enough to send desire sparking through her blood. 

And there, within the currents of aechor and light and magic, Demya senses the shape of Selena’s mind alongside her own. Sun-bright as spring and just as steadfast. Every thought echoes with measureless compassion and determination, with wild, impossible hope. And beneath everything, her love for Demya flows, unfathomable and endless and laced with longing. Behind her, Selena bows her head against Demya’s back and her breath rushes hot across Demya’s skin. The connection between them flares like sunfire and Demya’s blood sings.

They’ve shared a bed since they were cadet and apprentice at Salus Sermo. But they haven’t done more than sleep in this one for the last year and a half. Most nights, Demya returns late from the arena and finds Selena already asleep. After showering and healing her wounds in the armory, Demya barely makes it to bed before exhaustion drags her down into dreamless sleep. When she wakes, the sun is already up and Selena is already back at work at her pool. The stress of being on constant alert for threats and possible dangers has left them both worn thin and weary. 

And Demya has missed the softness of Selena’s body beneath her hands and the tangle of her dark hair over their pillows and the sound of Selena gasping her name in the dark. But more than that, Demya has missed this closeness between them, this connection.

Whenever Demya would return from months on campaign as a knight cadet, Selena would sink them both down into an oneiros—the sacred dreaming shared between Librarians and their knights—for hours. Those were still the deepest, most intimate mind-to-mind experiences of Demya’s life. An oneiros required that both parties bare their souls. That they lose themselves, not in each other, but with each other. To find themselves again when the dreaming was done, made new by the experience. 

What Demya and Selena share here on their starship, so many years later—this brush of thought and magic and healing—is simply the sunlit shallows of the sea that waits for them in an oneiros. Though Demya can feel her Librarian’s desire for the dreaming, Selena is still so careful to respect the boundary Demya has maintained between them for the last seven years. 

In their first few months on the run, after the fall of Salus Sermo, they tried more than once to connect through an oneiros. Each time, Selena would prepare the mindscape they shared at the Citadel on Salus Sermo. A glade of ancient trees beneath a star-strewn sky, the rush of water through the mountain stream nearby and the trees thick with fireflies. And each time Demya attempted to reach that place Selena made for them from raw magic, a bramble circled her mind. A towering hedge bristling with thorns longer than Demya’s spatha, edged in frost and thick with shadows that shifted and darkened with every attempt Selena made to reach her. 

Since then, Demya hasn’t dared to ask for an oneiros again. Not when her thoughts tangle dark with her despair and her frustrations and the bitter truths of her failures as a not-quite-knight. Not when her heart is a fractured wreck. Not when she prays her sleep is dark and dreamless, for fear of her own nightmares.

But tonight, Selena still reaches for her. 

Even after Demya stumbled into her sanctum, soaked from the rain, hunted and haggard, bloodied and bearing a message from a dead man. Even after seven years. Even with the bramble still bristling dark and cruel around her thoughts. 

And so, for the first time since the end of everything, Demya reaches for her Librarian. The connection doesn’t reach the depth of an oneiros, but it is the first connection they’ve shared in so long, and Demya forces back the thorns and the shadows in her mind to make space for it. In that space, Selena offers her a memory, limned in starshine. 

Summer solstice on Salus Sermo. The grass in the high meadows, soft and green and damp with evening dew. The stars glittering overhead. Aleksan will be home tomorrow, returned from months on campaign. Selena’s thoughts haze with happiness, imagining their reunion. But with a kiss, Demya pulls her back to this moment, back to these stars. 

Selena lies naked in their quilts, with Demya above her, pinning her wrists to the ground above her head. Kiss after kiss after kiss, until Selena can only gasp Demya’s name. The roll of muscle in Demya’s arms, across her shoulders, silvered in moonlight. The white flash of her teeth as she smiles in the dark. Demya’s mouth hot against Selena’s throat. Her tongue rough and warm at Selena’s breasts, drawing her nipples hard. Kisses whisper-light down the soft, full curve of Selena’s belly, and then Demya’s hand in the wetness and the heat between her legs. Demya’s whispered worship and the press of her lips along Selena’s thighs. 

And at the height, Selena, with her hands in Demya’s hair, crying out her pleasure. After, Selena pulls Demya up into another kiss, and another, and another, tasting herself in her knight cadet’s mouth.

In their chambers, Demya groans Selena’s name, her throat choked with want. She turns to pull Selena down into bed, to kiss her breathless, to slide her hands up Selena’s thighs and beneath her white nightgown. To give her Librarian what she so desperately wants. To let down her own defenses and revel with Selena in the truth that Aleksan is coming home to them. 

But then, Demya sees Selena’s face. 

Dark circles ring her eyes and sweat glistens on her pale cheeks, completely drained of color. Blood streams from her nose and over her lips and falls in fat rubs drops on her nightgown. Bright as berries crushed in the snow.

Demya’s every instinct demands that she distance herself from Selena, that she must do whatever it takes to keep her from further harm. As if on command, the bramble in Demya’s mind snarls forward. White hot agony carves through her thoughts. Demya stumbles forward, out of their bed. Her world tilts with vertigo and she drops to her knees, trying not to vomit with the pain. Thorns, sharpened with shame and fear as cold as winter frost, spear through the golden threads of magic Selena wove so tightly between them. 

The connection shivers and strains. 

In the next breath, it shatters. 

Selena screams, clutching at her head. Her magic, cut free from its constraints, spills through her like liquid wildfire. With her hands still dripping with aechor, she draws a few swift sigils across her skin. They flare to life, golden and sizzling with heat, containing the torrential cascade of her power. Weakly, she crawls to the edge of their bed and vomits into the empty aechor basin. 

Demya reaches to help her, to hold back her hair, but Selena bares her teeth and catches Demya’s wrist. Her eyes glow with what remains of her magic, almost feral with pain. Her grip scorches Demya’s skin, hot as a forge flame.

But Demya doesn’t flinch away. 

She may not be able to shove down the brambles and the frost and the thorns between them. And she may not be able to help Selena through the flood of magic tearing through her. But Demya has ridden through storms like this with her Librarian before, when Selena first learned to use her sigils and her spells as a Librarian apprentice. And she knows that more than anything, Selena needs her close, to act as a tether back to what matters until the hurricane of her power passes. 

Later, Demya can face the litany of her mistakes. That she was selfish to accept Selena’s healing. Selfish to let her so close, when Demya knows that her mind was no place for her Librarian. Selfish to want what she so clearly did not deserve. But that can wait until Selena’s sickness subsides and Demya is certain she’ll sleep safely through the night. 

When there’s nothing left to vomit up, Selena releases her hold on Demya’s wrist and curls into a fetal position in the center of their bed. With her rain-soaked shirt, Demya wipes Selena’s face and she whimpers with relief. She still shines with the last of her magic and the aechor bright in her blood. But the light within her is fainter now, soft and warm, instead of violent and wild.

While Selena drowses, Demya wipes up the sick with her shirt and washes out the aechor basin. After a quick shower to wash away the last of the dust and blood from the arena, Demya dresses again in a soft black tunic and leggings. She fills Selena’s marble basin with ice cold water from the tap, soaks a few washcloths, and carries it to the bedside table. When Demya places a cool cloth across her brow, Selena stirs and sighs with relief. But as Demya turns to leave, to let her sleep, Selena reaches for her. Her fingers brush Demya’s burned wrist, gentle and hesitant. 

“I hurt you,” she whispers. Her voice comes out hoarse and broken. “Dem, I—!” 

“None of that matters,” Demya says, smiling softly. Even after all this time, Selena still can’t see that she is all that matters. “None of that matters at all. Just get some sleep and get your strength back.”

She feels Selena reaching for her through the connection they shared just moments ago. Her magic gutters faintly, weak as a candle in a winter storm, but still she reaches. Still she tries to repair what Demya broke. Against Demya’s will, the bramble barrier around her mind bristles, lethal and dark and winter-sharp.

Selena’s expression softens with sorrow, with understanding. She withdraws her hand from Demya's wrist, somehow still tender, still kind. Demya hangs her head, hating how grateful she is for that forgiveness and that grace, hating how easily she accepts it when she doesn’t deserve it. She opens her mouth to apologize, to offer Selena some sort of thanks for what Demya cost her tonight. But before she can reach for the wrong words, before she can cause more damage, the starship chimes that they are finally prepped and ready for launch. 

With a subvocal command, Demya refreshes the holo over the data pool. Though the system logs glow green with confirmations that the launch prep routines completed successfully, Demya still verifies all systems herself. 

When she’s done, Demya pulls up the navigational charts to lay in their course to Lillium. Selena sleeps beside her, already lost deep in dreaming. Her magic still burns bright through her blood, radiating warmth and light throughout the chamber. Curled up in thread-bare quilts in the center of their bed, Demya’s Librarian shimmers like a fallen star, more precious than any world.
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To keep her mind clear of the memory of Selena’s pale face and the scorch of her magic and the blood on her lips, Demya throws herself into the final manual steps of the launch sequence to get them off Dedechae. She refreshes the large sigils on the starship’s inner and outer hulls in aechor and activates each with blood from her supply in the armory. Once she’s certain that the ship is sealed tight, Demya climbs into the cockpit and drops down into the pilot’s chair. Rain runs in dark streams down the grime-crusted windows as she straps in and brings up her holo to initiate launch. The exterior sigils, glowing in the dark, will hold for hours against the rain. 

Still Demya wastes no time. 

After a few rounds of communication with Dedechae’s planetary port authority, she’s cleared for take-off. The holo array flickers from red to gold. Notifications that the planetary defenses will no longer read their drive signature as a threat populate in Demya’s holo array, along with permissions to break atmosphere and orbit. With every system glowing gold for launch, Demya throws the engines to full power, burning hot and blue. Rain billows into steam around their starship, and, in a rolling cloud of heat and light, they clear the city and Dedechae’s cloud line in seconds. As they break atmosphere into the black, the sigils Demya drew across the ship’s hull shine against the star-strewn sky. 

Each sigil regulates a different aspect of the starship’s flight, capturing all their force and thrust and routing it back into their shields. As the starship clears Dedechae’s gravity well, Demya feels only a momentary lurch of her stomach. Then, the sigils reassert standard Salus Sermo gravity and pressurize the vessel against the vacuum of space.

Just on the other side of the Dedechae’s terrestrial moon, the planet’s ancient ring gate hangs suspended against the stars. Crafted from impossibly sleek black stone, the gate can open the way to the Way-Between-Worlds and to faster-than-light travel. For thousands of years, the gates have held together the thousand worlds of the ancient Sacristae Republic, like a sacred chain strung with a thousand priceless gems.

Sigils larger than any starship gleam gold along the ring’s edge. When Demya was a child, her mothers would tell her impossible stories about the Librarians who carved those sigils and founded the Library at Salus Sermo. Still, thousands of years later, those sigils thrum with more power than the heart of an exploding star. From one edge of the ring to the other, a vast sea of aechor flows and ebbs. The color shifts with the light, turquoise and sapphire and deepest indigo, kissed by flecks of silver starlight.

Once Demya receives clearance from the planetary port authority, she draws the sigils for Lillium and House Obcasus across her navigational charts in light. The starship’s AI plots their course from gate to gate across the galaxy and enters standby mode. Thousands of other ships in orbit—colossal vessels from the Imperial Navy, food and water haulers, and sleek civilian starliners—wait along with Demya for the signal from Dedechae to approach the gate. 

As Demya adjusts the final details of their flight path, the sigils along the gate glow from pale blue to gold, activated by starmages stationed on the ring itself. The sea of aechor, pulled by the massive sigils in the ring, spirals open to the Way-Between-Worlds. The path to Lillium blooms wide before Demya, a dazzling tunnel of scintillating light. As their starship is drawn through the gate, fragments of light and rainbows spill past Demya in the cockpit, brilliant and beautiful.

In a final surge of magic, the gate closes behind them and hurtles their ship forward at impossible speed. Once Demya blinks myriad sunspots from her eyes, she leans forward to take in the view from the cockpit windows, blasted clean of grime and rain. Their starship drifts alone, silent in a sea of billowing light. Demya knows the other thousand ships from Dedechae flow along their own paths to their own worlds, but still, for a moment, she imagines that their starship is the last one in the universe, carried along the Way-Between-Worlds toward Lillium.

Once Demya confirms that they are on track for their destination, she unbuckles herself from the pilot’s seat and gives the starship a thorough inspection. More than once, she passes the chambers she shares with Selena, but Demya does not step inside. She knows should climb into bed and pull Selena close and warm against the dark, but she can’t. There’s too much left to do between now and their arrival at Lillium. 

So, Demya loses herself in minor maintenance tasks to pass the time. She checks every system and confirms that the starship’s integrity was not compromised on their passage through the gate. She refreshes a few sigils—for protection and strength and stealth—with aechor and blood from her supply in the armory. Once she’s done, the spells shine to her satisfaction along each of the starship’s structural supports. 

And while Demya uses their supplies to ward the ship and make it sound for a safe flight, she refuses to use them to tend to her wound from Selena’s burning hand. A healing sigil and a small dose of aechor could remove the scar at her wrist in seconds. Instead, Demya merely covers the tender, blistered skin with antibacterial gel to keep infection away and wraps her wrist in gauze. This healing method will leave a scar, but Demya doesn’t care. One more scar won’t matter, considering all the others she’s earned these last seven years. And, she’ll need all her magic and her strength for the task that lies ahead of them. Demya sees no point wasting either on such a minor wound. 

Any preparation Demya can complete now will help her keep her oaths. Even if she can’t give Selena the future they should have had, even if the Library is burned to ash, even if a blackened bramble circles Demya’s mind, cutting her off from her Librarian and any chance of an oneiros, she can still serve Selena well and bring Aleksan home.
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Over the next two weeks, the Way-Between-Worlds carries them steadily closer to Lillium. Demya lets the engines run low, and, each day, their gentle hum fills the ship with a constant, soothing song. A comforting reminder that the air recyclers and the water purifiers and the life-support systems are all functioning properly. If Demya wanted, she could sleep for the next two weeks without any worry. 

But now that she actually has the time to rest, her mind races endlessly, playing out the very worst possible scenarios that she and Selena might encounter on Lillium and the most awful endings to their story. The peaceful silence on the ship does nothing to alleviate the slow spiral of her anxiety either. Never once in the last seven years can Demya remember such a long stretch of calm without even a hint of a crisis. Now, in the quiet, her instincts insist that she discover whatever catastrophe must have befallen when she dared to sleep, when she failed to keep vigil. 

After three days, Demya decides that if she cannot escape the relentless rush of anxiety, she’ll try and burn it off with manual labor. So, although the starship’s systems all show gold, Demya makes a list of all the inconsequential repairs that she’s put off for months and descends down the maintenance shafts with her welding torch and her tools. At meals, she shovels down her food, determined to get back to work as quickly as possible. In the evenings, when she finally collapses into bed, she can only sigh with relief. Too exhausted for dreams or nightmares, she sinks down into a dark and heavy sleep. 

But at the end of that first week, Demya finds her task list running short. At the kitchen table, over breakfast, she sorts through the ship’s system, searching for something to fill her time. Passing through the kitchen to grab one of the glowfruit from the woven baskets over the wash basin, Selena passes something into Demya’s data well. She brushes a kiss against Demya’s cheek and continues on her way back to her research in the starship’s data pool. 

Gazing after her, mystified, Demya pulls up her holo. Inside, she finds a data sphere, dense with information and intricately woven together. When she expands the sphere, the information spills out inside her holo and all across the kitchen in brilliant pixels of golden light. As Demya sifts through it all, she realizes that Selena compiled tomes of information for her about House Obcasus and Lillium. 

High-resolution renderings of the moon's terrain and the debris captured in orbit. Satellite photos of House Obcasus’s vital infrastructure and the layout of their estate. Maps detailing the underground tunnels that lead away from the estate and into the mountains to the east and west. Escape routes of last resort, with plenty of twists and turns, Demya realizes as she studies their labyrinthine structure. 

Selena has also included architectural plans for the crumbling mansion from various stages of its construction. Documentary footage detailing the Imperial siege lines across the moon. Megacorp records of the physical armaments abandoned at Lillium after the war. Military intel on the sigil magic defenses that Obcasus starmages wove into the moon’s atmosphere and across the surface. And, finally, Selena’s own notes, synthesizing her research and detailing House Obcasus's alliance with the Library.

And so, grateful for the work to fill her time, Demya loses herself in the torrent of information. Each morning, she welcomes Selena’s newest data spheres and the notes from her Librarian that accompany it. Each evening, she works well past midnight, reviewing her annotations and organizing a plan of attack for their arrival. 

For her part, Selena spends her days sunk deep in her data pool. When she does surface for meals or to pass Demya a new data sphere, she sits at the pool’s edge for long minutes, drawing down painfully deep breaths. After inhaling aechor and light for hours at a time, she needs several minutes to acclimate back to breathing oxygen. Each time, Demya makes sure she has a basin of ice water to drink from, to cool down after the heat and the light of the pool. 

On the rare occasion when she leaves her pool, Demya can find her in the starship’s garden, tending to the tender green life that flourishes under her attention. An hour or two beneath the false sunlight, with black soil beneath her nails, seems to revitalize her, at least for another few hours of work. 

But, so thoroughly is Selena consumed by her work that she only nibbles disinterestedly at her food. Worried, Demya leaves a bowl of glowfruit by the data pool each morning, sliced the way Selena likes and dusted in sugar. Each evening, when Demya finally comes to bed, she finds Selena already curled up asleep in their bed and the bowl empty, every slice of glowfruit and grain of sugar gone. But when Demya wakes each morning after reading late into the dark hours of the night, she finds Selena already back at work in her data pool. 

When she’s not researching for Demya’s data spheres, Selena investigates the Librarian signal that she uncovered in Dedechae’s archives, the signal that drew Aleksan to Lillium. More than once, Selena leaves her research in the holo above the data pool. In her lovely handwriting, Selena makes lists of everything she knows about the registered Librarian who sent that signal and where she might be found in the all the thousand worlds.

Selena never discusses this part of her research with Demya. Instead, she holds it close, as if the truth that another Librarian might live is too fragile for words. Demya understands, and she doesn’t pry. But she can’t help but notice how Selena’s silence on her research marks a larger silence between them.

 At night, they sleep back to back beneath the same blankets, and Demya does her best not to think about the shape of Selena’s body so close to her own. Or that breathless memory Selena shared of the two of them beneath the stars on Salus Sermo. 

Some nights, Demya feels Selena’s hand, cool between her shoulders, a silent question she can’t answer. In the dark, Demya’s heart races with want and her mouth goes dry with desire. But instead of reaching for her Librarian, Demya only closes her eyes and rolls onto her side. No apology could repair the harm she caused on Dedechae when she took so much more from Selena than she deserved. So, neither of them speaks a word and the silence between them deepens. 

There’s too much to say otherwise. 

Too much that Demya can’t shape into words. 

About Aleksan. About what his return might mean for the three of them. 

About the trap likely waiting for them on Lillium. 

So, without the taxing physical labor of the ship’s repairs to exhaust her into oblivion each night, Demya dreams of choking on her unspoken words, her throat raw with bramble thorns. She dreams of knights long dead and she watches again and again as Imperial starfire cracks the core of Salus Sermo. Through ash and blood and snow, past shattered shields and swords, she stumbles forward, searching desperately for something she lost, something she cannot name. 

Some nights she wakes, drenched in sweat and lunging for her spatha blade, trying to hack her way through the thorns and the dark and the smoke to find Selena. Even fully wake, Demya can calm her panic only when she finds her Librarian sleeping beside her, shivering in the cold that sometimes leeches past the starship’s heat sigils. 

On those nights, when Demya knows there’s no returning to sleep, she eases out of bed. Once she refreshes the sigils in their chamber to generate more warmth for Selena and adds another quilt to their bed, Demya retreats to the armory. There, she slips into her underarmor and straps on every piece of her steel plate armor. 

For the first few nights, Demya struggles to remember how to carry the unfamiliar weight. But, after a few laps through the ship, her muscle memory takes over and every movement comes to Demya as naturally as breathing. Her easy lopes ramp rapidly to full-sprints, and Demya flows through her sword forms with barely remembered balance and grace and control. Each night, Demya starts and ends her training with a run, doubling the number of laps each time until her legs quiver and she feels like she might throw up. 

Over the last seven years, Demya has done her best to forget her dream of becoming a knight. She’s even given up the most ritualistic and intense aspects of her training to focus on providing for herself and Selena. For centuries, though, her family served the Library as knights, until their spathas were broken and their ashes were added to the Nightfall memorial at the Citadel. Demya learned their names in lullabies from her mothers and claimed their names when she played at being a knight as a child. But in the months after Andrzej’s execution, Demya could see no point in holding to her family’s gods and glory. Not when those things couldn’t save her brother.

So, over the years, Demya gradually let go of every prayer and practice that defined the first twenty years of her life. The world those rituals belonged to, and the future they promised, was gone. 

But on the way to Lillium, with every hour spent in her armor and every morning devoted to her training again, Demya’s body remembers what it is to train to become a knight. Muscle memory guides her sword and shield through every combat form. When she summons up her own magic, it flows effortlessly down through her blade and across her hands. The calm that cools her thoughts lets her control every arc of her blade with lethal precision. Breath by breath, she moves again with the same deadly grace and focus she remembers from her days as a knight cadet.

Some mornings, Demya immerses herself so deeply into her meditative calm that when she finishes her sword forms, she might almost believe she stands again on Salus Sermo. Back in the training arenas where she taught Selena to dance with a blade. The sky gold with a swift sunrise and hurricane clouds out at sea, tinted blush rose and pink the early light. Andrzej sitting on the arena’s high stone wall, waiting with a gentle critique of her forms and suggestions to improve her sigil magic. 

But when Demya blinks the sweat from her eyes and breathes in the scent of recycled air, she knows she stands alone in her starship’s armory, surrounded only by the silence of her ghosts.
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The starship exits the aechor gate just above Lillium, less than an hour before planetary rotation will sweep them into sunrise. Above Obscara, Lillium’s mother planet, the broken moon hangs pale and ghostly in the dark against the stars. Demya summons up the cockpit’s pilot array and hails Aleksan’s frequency. Behind the pilot’s chair, Selena prays through the beads of her votum chain. Black beads for knights, red for Librarians, and gold for the Great Library and all sanctums across the thousand worlds. Selena rests her hand on Demya’s shoulder, and the steady rhythm of her murmured prayers fills the cockpit in a steady, unshakeable mantra. 

After several minutes of hailing his frequency, Aleksan still makes no response. Not even a passive ping-back from his ship, acknowledging that the message was received. Even Demya’s in-depth scans find no radio or sigil signals emanating from the moon.

Demya slides out of the cockpit, leaving the hailing frequency open in the event Aleksan responds. Selena remains, gazing down at the pale moon, her prayer beads still slipping through her fingers. 

Determined to keep her mind from racing after the thousand awful reason she can’t raise Aleksan on the comms, Demya heads for their chambers to prepare for the next phase of their mission. She refuses to indulge her imagination in the nightmare scenarios where she loses him a second time. 

Before the mirror in their washroom, Demya braids back her dark hair in a crown and zips into her black form-fitting underarmor. When she drops down onto the edge of their bed to pull on her boots, she summons up her holo to review her intel one last time. A short list of her equipment, her armor, and her weapons. Tidal charts of the moon’s shallow sea. Elevation maps of the mountain ranges to the east and west of the mansion. Predictive weather patterns for the Obcasus estate for the next two weeks. The information may not be immediately relevant, but this meticulous review of what she actually knows grants Demya the smallest measure of control and forces her to focus on the mission at hand. It leaves her no room for fear or panic about Aleksan’s silence. 

“You think someone is purposefully jamming his comms?” Selena asks. She stands at the door, worrying at her lower lip. She still holds her votum chain, rolling the beads unconsciously through her fingers. 

“If this is a trap and the Imperials are already here, they know we won’t leave without Aleksan,” Demya says. She knows these aren’t the reassuring words Selena needs, but they are the truth. “If the Imperials are here, they’re drawing us down to that moon, whether we like it or not. Just the same as they drew Aleksan with that Library signal.”

Demya closes out her holo and stands, gathering up her spatha and her belt, heavy with a half a dozen utility pouches. Grenades, a medical kit, flares, a few small food stuffs. Enough supplies to see her through the mission, plus a few days, if things go wrong. Demya reaches their chamber doorway to step out into the hall, but Selena does not move aside. That close, Demya can smell the sunflower scent of her perfume and watch the light refract off the delicate silver-and-pearl-drop earrings she wears. Earrings Demya bought for her on her last naming day on Salus Sermo. 

But when Selena looks up from beneath her dark lashes, everything else in Demya’s world falls away and slows so that a single heartbeat might last eons. Demya knows Aleksan is waiting on Lillium, that so much unknown danger still lies before them. But looking down at her Librarian, Demya is certain that Aleksan and the Imperials and even all the gods would understand if she never left this room again.

But there, in the corners of her eyes and the furrow between her brows, Demya catches the faintest telltale signs of exhaustion and anxiety in Selena’s face. After so many days expending her magic in her data pool, she should be in bed, resting. As if sensing Demya’s concern, Selena lifts her head and squares her shoulder, standing taller. Despite her fears, she is so proud and so hopeful. Still a Librarian, even standing here in the early dawn in her white nightgown with her hair mussed from sleep.

“A thousand things might have happened to keep Aleksan from answering us,” Demya says, choosing her words carefully. She will not lie to Selena, but she can offer some hope where she’s found it for herself. “His comms may have been damaged in the descent. Or maybe he’s wounded and needs our help. Or maybe House Obcasus’s old military tech is still shielding the moon from any incoming transmissions or threats. There are too many possibilities to accurately guess. But no matter the reason, the end result is the same. We came here to find Aleksan. I refuse to leave without him.”

Selena, her eyes suddenly bright with tears, can only manage a short nod of agreement. Demya shifts her hold on her belt and spatha to keep from reaching for her. To keep from brushing back the black spirals of Selena’s curls. To keep from kissing her. Instead, Demya steps past her into the hall and heads toward the armory. Selena follows after, her bare feet padding against the cold metal floor. She keeps one of their quilts wrapped tight around her shoulders against the chill. 

Demya cringes with disapproval at herself. She woke well before Selena this morning to guide them through the aechor gate. Before settling into the cockpit, she should have remembered to refresh the warming sigils. But there’s no help for it now. Demya will need all her strength and all her magic for what comes next. 

And though Demya has spent the last two weeks training and preparing for whatever waits on Lillium, nothing prepares her for the gift Selena has prepared in the armory. Her armor, arranged perfectly on its rack, sits gleaming and polished to a midnight black by Selena’s hand. Sigils glow faintly blue across the steel plate, delicate and confident. Spells to shield Demya against the clawing void of space and the cold that comes with it. To guarantee her survival when she makes her moonfall after an eight-minute free fall from low orbit. To wrap her in shadows and stealth and to heal any wounds. There is no doubt this is Selena’s work, drawn in blood and aechor. And from the intricacy and interlocking nature of each sigil, work that she carefully considered for days before finally crafting the magic across Demya’s armor. 

“When did you manage this?” Demya asks. “After everything you’ve done for me already, why—?” 

“I’ve been drafting the sigils in my journal, with ink, since Dedechae. To get everything just right,” Selena says. “But I didn’t paint them on your armor until last night, after you went to bed. I wanted it to be a surprise.” 

“How did you know I would choose an orbital drop? We didn’t discuss any—?” 

“How? I knew because I know you, Demya,” Selena says with a soft laugh. “I knew you would choose an orbital drop over every other option. You want to secure a landing site before you allow me down on the moon with our ship. And I knew you would demand to do the drop alone. But I couldn’t let you go without providing all the protection I could craft for you.” 

Demya, unable to voice her gratitude around the fist of emotion in her throat, can only nod. Selena brushes a kiss against her cheek and retreats to the hall. With disciplined attention and care, Demya straps into her steel plate and connects each piece with her underarmor’s nanotech interface and repair protocols. First, she attaches the greaves over her boots and the cuisse plates at her thighs. Her chest and back plate follow, then her heavy shoulder guards and the thruster system that allows her to alter her course in flight. Finally, Demya pulls on her tactical gloves and straps on her gauntlets.

As her vision’s holo display updates to show the status of each piece of her armor, she glances at herself in the mirror by her locker. There she finds herself as a not-quite-knight, but still blessed by her Librarian’s blue sigils. Satisfied with the sight, Demya drops her rifle into the magnetic field across her back, snug between her armor’s thrusters, and adds another two clips of ammunition to a pouch at her belt. 

As she steps back into the hall, she belts on her spatha blade, and she and Selena walk together to the cargo hold. They haven’t run an actual mission together as apprentice and cadet in so long that Demya almost feels like an actor, putting on airs for a role she’s not qualified to play. Before, when they served on campaign, they had an established chain of command that brought order even to the chaos of a warzone. 

Here, Demya and Selena only have each other. 

In the cargo hold, Demya opens the loading ramp to the stars beyond. The port and starboard engines, burning cool white, flood the hold with pale light that casts rippling shadows across the walls. A faint golden barrier shimmers over the exit, shielding them from the void. The activated sigils, painted on the wall beside the ramp, glow gold. Below the starship ramp, Lillium hangs shattered and beautiful and just brushed with the first light of dawn. Since the Imperial starfall bombardment that cracked the moon’s core, continent-sized chunks of debris and dust still drift from the entry and exit wounds. The moment of a murder, frozen forever in its last moments.

“I’ve reinforced all the sigil spells on the starship for stealth and shielding,” Demya says. She turns to Selena now, for the part of the mission launch she’s always hated most. The part where they say their goodbyes and never allow space for the thought that this might be their last sight of each other. “We’ve flown under stealth since we exited the aechor gate. You’re invisible to any ship scans or starmage scrying, so you’ll be safe until Aleksan and I get back.”

“A gift I’d expect from a knight,” Selena says. Her smile warms Demya like the summer sun. “But besides the sigils on your armor, I have two more to gifts offer you in return.” 

From beneath the quilt wrapped around her shoulders, Selena offers Demya another pouch for her belt. Inside, Demya finds thirteen glass orbs that glitter gold and crimson. Activated aechor, mixed with drops of Selena’s blood. Raw Librarian magic. There in that little pouch, Demya holds a treasure that megacorps would kill to claim, that she could sell for more credits than she could ever spend in her entire lifetime. 

“Selena, you didn’t need to do this,” Demya says, struggling to speak through her shock.

“Of course I did,” Selena says. With everything weighing on them, with the danger that still lies ahead, she manages a genuine smile, so clearly pleased with her gift. “If your sigils fail, you’ll need aechor and my blood to reignite them. Now, just accept my second gift, so I can give you my third, yeah?” 

Demya shakes her head and buckles the pouch onto her belt, at her right hip, well within easy reach. When she turns back to Selena, her Librarian holds out a slender, elegant blade in a simple leather scabbard. 

Demya can’t help the short laugh that escapes her. 

This ritual was something they shared—she and Aleksan and Selena—before the end of everything. Like her family’s gods and the prayers her mothers taught her, Demya had nearly forgotten this as well.

As a Librarian apprentice, Selena was never tasked with taking terrible physical risks in the field or in a combat theater. But as the knight cadets assigned to her security detail, Aleksan and Demya always dove into danger, leaping between Selena and any threat. Only rarely did Selena have any say over the hazards they experienced on her behalf. When they could, Demya and Aleksan always granted Selena some measure of control, some way of exerting her will and making her wishes known. 

On certain missions, if Selena deemed the danger too great, she could pull her knight cadets from the field simply by refusing to ignite the cerulean sigils on their armor. Because the spells were drawn by her hand, activating them required only a single drop of her blood. But that drop had to be given freely. If she refused, the sigils on their armor became nothing more than pretty aechor-and-blood paintings. Entering a combat theater without magical reinforcement was never an option. 

And without sigils, here above Lillium, Demya knows the same holds true. Without Selena’s blessing, there will be no surviving the vacuum of space or the plunge to the surface below. So, there in the light of that broken moon, they stand together in the starship’s hold, and Selena rests her hand against Demya’s chestplate, just over her heart. It is the first time Selena has touched her since Dedechae and Demya’s heart thunders beneath her Librarian’s hand.

“You remember when you gave me this blade?” Selena asks. 

Demya has willed herself to forget many awful things since the fall of Salus Sermo, but she would never choose to forget this. Of course she remembers. 

They were just girls on Salus Sermo, no more than twenty, when Demya won the Midsummer Trials and crowned Selena her Lady of the Longest Day. That night at starfall, in a grove thick with nightingale song, Demya gave Selena that blade and made her a promise. On the day Selena finally claimed her crimson cloak and was anointed as full-fledged Librarian, Demya swore that she would become Selena’s knight. Her blood and her breath and every beat of her heart, her sword and her shield and all her sigil-magic would be Selena’s forever, even to the edge of doom. 

Just as a knight’s oaths demanded. 

That night in the nightingale grove, surrounded by fireflies, they sealed that promise to each other in blood. With that blade, they pricked their fingers and wrote their vows in the Old Language across Demya’s shield. 

While the world where they made that promise to each other might be gone, the vows they swore and the blade they used to seal them in blood both remain. Selena unsheathes that blade now and pricks her finger. When a ruby of red blood wells up, she draws her final sigil in the center of Demya’s chestplate. Across Demya’s armor, Selena’s other sigils flare to life from indigo and cerulean to midsummer sunshine. Gold and brilliant, like the promise of a new morning written across Demya’s body.

“You’ll have Heaven’s eyes on you,” Selena says. “Remember?” 

Those are the words Demya once gave Selena before every orbital drop. She hears them now through the comm in her ear and through the sigils on her armor.

“Some of the sigils I gave you are for the fall and for healing and stealth. But many of the others duplicate the function of almost every tech system in your armor,” Selena says. “Comms, GPS, audio and visual connections that link you with our sigil systems on the starship. You won’t be alone down there, even if your suit is damaged. This way, no matter what happens, I can track your progress across the moon and provide any sky-side intel that you need.”

Demya ducks her head, struggling to find the words. She rests her hand over her heart, over Selena’s central sigil. Even through her tactical gloves, she can feel its sunshine warmth. Demya meets Selena’s gaze and everything in her sings. When Demya reaches for her Librarian, Selena does not pull away. 

Tenderly, Demya traces the soft line of Selena’s jaw, tilting her face to the light so that Demya can memorize the divine darkness of her eyes and the celestial curve of her lips, her hair like an evening halo, dark as dusk and spilling in shadows down her shoulders. 

Demya steps closer. 

Close enough to kiss. 

When Demya breathes in the sunflower scent of her Librarian, Selena shivers. She whispers Demya’s name and it is the strongest summoning spell in existence. But Demya cannot answer it now. Not when Aleksan waits for them both on the shattered moon below. 

So, Demya steps back and breathes in the ice-cold air near the sigil shield at the cargo hold ramp. With a subvocal command, she summons up her helmet. Steel plate segments, wired to connect with all her technical systems, deploy from her armor's collar-lock. Within seconds, they fuse together to shield her head, leaving her field of view clear. Finally, black nanotech glass shimmers into place across her face, bulletproof and lit from within by her holo display. As she steps to the edge of the cargo hold ramp, Selena’s sigils seal her armor against the void. 

And there at the edge of a forty-kilometer drop, Demya turns to look back, one last time.

Selena kisses her fingertips and raises them to Demya in a final blessing. As a knight cadet on campaign, Demya would catch Selena’s kiss against her chest, like a god’s arrow through her heart. And when she gracefully tumbled backward out of their troop transport, she would hear Selena’s laughter in her comms as she fell. 

Demya knows that memory is what Selena holds to now. That, and the hope that Demya and Aleksan will return to her, just as they always did on campaign. 

But the girl Selena loved on Salus Sermo is gone. 

Only Demya remains.

Demya knows she isn’t the girl in Selena’s memories, and she isn’t certain she can ever be that girl again. Not even for Selena. But Demya hopes that bringing Aleksan home will be enough. She wrests her hand over her heart and offers her Librarian a bow. 

And then, without hesitation, Demya turns to the shattered moon and steps past the starship’s golden sigil shield, off the ramp, and out into the dark. As she falls through starlight and silence, she hears the soft sound of Selena’s murmured prayers in her comms and across the sigils on her armor.

Lillium hurtles toward her, but Demya rolls onto her back. Above her, the sigils she drew across the starship’s hull glitter faintly in the dark and hide the only home she’s known for the last seven years in the black between the stars. 

Home, where Selena waits for her and Aleksan to return. 
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As Demya rolls back to face the shattered moon rushing up to meet her, she takes in the landscape with her own eyes for the first time. Satellite photos and AI renderings could never do this place justice. Even broken and ruined, Lillium is breathtaking. Obsidian mountains snarl at the sky like a mouthful of vicious teeth. Forests of bone-white trees march down their flanks, filling the valleys below with blue shadows. Ghostly grey grasses ripple across the flatlands and silver rivers, glinting in the early light, flow south from the mountains to the coast. There, shallow seas—pearl and lavender, turquoise and blushing pink—wash the wide beaches where Demya will make moonfall. From there, she’ll head north, inland toward the Obcasus estate. 

As Demya falls through the highest layers of the atmosphere, titanic rings of sigil magic—more than a kilometer in diameter—glitter below her. They float, interlocked and ghostly blue, through a sprawl of storm clouds. Beneath her armor, Demya’s skin prickles. Her mouth floods with the taste of burned ozone. As Demya plunges closer, the rings seethe from blue to gold. Savage shards of white-hot magic scorches along their edges. 

“Shields up!” Selena commands over their comms.

Demya summons her hardlight shield from her gauntlet, dripping magic like liquid fire and her armor thrums with the golden light of Selena’s sigils. In the next breath, the rings flash supernova bright and a crooked spear of lightning snakes up between the clouds. 

Demya’s shield takes the brunt of the blow, but the force of it sends her tumbling out of control. Between the sickening spiral of stars and sky and sea, she hears Selena screaming her name. Fighting the gravitational forces dragging her toward a blackout and the vomit climbing up her throat, Demya fires her thrusters, snug at her shoulder blades. Gradually, with minor adjustments, she slows her spin enough to clear her vision from the encroaching blackout. 

But in the distance, the rings flare white again. 

Demya raises her shield, sucking in a sharp breath, bracing herself. 

The first strike ricochets off into the sky and leaves every muscle in her body vibrating with the force of the blow. 

The second strike fractures her shield and sends her tumbling again. 

The third strike shatters her shield and scorches down Demya’s arm and across her chest, clawing across every nerve with the ferocity of a sun in supernova. Without a sound, Demya falls like a comet toward Lillium. Her armor streams smoke and heat and golden magic in a dark trail behind her. The lightning scorched several sigils from her steel plate, but Selena’s remaining spells flicker erratically, desperately trying and failing to protect her. 

Dimly, Demya feels the cool kiss of the clouds, cold and wet and grey, as she plummets past them. Her chest aches and her lungs burn, and she struggles to drag down a single breath. Her mouth floods with the taste of copper, hot and red and wrong. In an otherwise silent sky, she hears only the unsteady stumble of her heart and the howl of the wind tearing past her. When she plunges through Lillium’s cloud line and into the clear morning air, Demya sees the sun rising in the east, swift and bright over the horizon in a wave of diamond bright. 

The sigil over Demya’s heart flares once, gold and fierce, and then goes dark again. 

But in that moment, Demya hears Selena screaming her name. 

Selena, waiting alone in the cold and starry dark for Demya to bring Aleksan home. 

Demya forces her eyes open against the haze of her pain and roars out a defiant shout to the sky. She didn’t train twenty years of her life to die here, marveling at her last sunrise. Not when Selena needs her. 

Above Demya, Lillium’s colossal sigil rings drift lazily through the clouds, quiet now. No longer blazing with lethal magic. Either she’s fallen out of range, or they no longer view her as a threat. Demya rolls onto her belly to gauge her distance to the ground. 

Less than two minutes. 

Demya glances back over her shoulder at the sigil rings. Nothing in Selena’s research on Lillium indicated that atmospheric ring defenses like that would read her fall from orbit as a threat. She’s too small of a target. Too insignificant. Especially compared to an Imperial troop transports or starfire warships. Her best guess is that either Selena’s sigils or the tech in her armor tripped their defenses. 

Either way, she needs more information before she reignites Selena’s sigils. 

Demya tries to raise her Librarian on their technical comms, but the electrical systems in her armor only smoke and smolder, a melted ruin. On the comms, Demya is greeted only by a storm of static instead of Selena’s voice. The beach below looms closer, racing and racing toward her. With her heart pounding, Demya tests her thrusters, but they only sputter weakly at her back.

Demya swears through gritted teeth.

She has no choice. 

She has to reignite her sigils to survive the landing, to heal afterward, to contact Selena again. Demya can only pray that she’s fallen out of the ring’s range now, that Selena’s sigils won’t wake Lillium’s ring defenses and summon down another lightning strike.

Less than half a minute, now, before impact. 

Demya pulls one of the glass orbs, glittering with Selena’s magic, from the pouch at her belt. With a choked prayer of thanks to her Librarian, Demya cracks the orb open across her chestplate. 

Instantly, the blackened sigils shimmer bright as sunrise. Selena’s magic leaps across Demya’s body like wildfire, reigniting most of the remaining sigil spells. Far above, veiled in clouds, the moon’s ring defenses do not react. 

Demya falls just a few hundred yards above the shoreline now. 

Selena’s sigils throw off sparks and fire, flaring as they slow her fall. Her Librarian’s magic wraps her in light, shielding her from damage and safely displacing all her energy and momentum. 

Demya lands in Lillium’s shallow sea with a thunderclap. The sand craters beneath her and melts into a perfect glass bowl, ten yards across. All around her, the sea explodes into steam and the waters roil away. Her armor shimmers with heat from her entry through the atmosphere and the lightning strikes and Selena’s magic. When the sea rushes back around her, steam billows from her armor and the waves wash away the ash that blackens her steel plate. A few of Selena’s sigils remain after the lightning strikes and those still gleam sunshine gold. 

On her knees, with the sea rushing around her, Demya retracts her helmet, collapsing it back into her collar-lock. In the cool salt spray, she leans her head back to the sky and breathes. Storm clouds roll in off the sea, touched peach and orange and pink in the dawn. A light rain falls, sweet and cool, and each drop sizzles against her armor. Through the moon’s ring defenses, Demya finds the last of the morning stars before they’re washed away in sunlight. As if from a great distance, she hears Selena’s voice through the comms sigils. Broken with tears and anguish, hopeless and powerless to help Demya. 

“I’m here, Selena,” Demya says. Her voice comes out raw, as if she’s been screaming. Her Librarian’s name in her mouth is a blessing, a prayer. “I’m here.”

She can’t make out Selena’s words through the roaring in her own ears and the haze of shock that blankets the entire world. But Demya can hear the gasping relief and concern in her voice. As the last of Demya’s adrenaline burns away, she bows her head and breathes past the pain in her chest. Past the pin-prick numbness in her arm. While her armor self-repairs according to her nanotech protocols, Selena’s healing sigils work to mend the damage the rings dealt to Demya’s body. 

Once her armor cools and her breathing comes steady again, Demya stands. The sea laps gently around her thighs, turquoise and lavender. As she wades up onto the sand, flecks of light cling to her armor. Every few steps, she glances warily up at the sky. At the rings drifting serenely on the wind, as if they didn’t just try to destroy her.

“You’re safe, Dem,” she hears Selena say. Demya can’t tell if she means it as a reminder for herself, or a reassurance for Demya. “None of Lillium’s other defense systems came online after that initial strike. But if you can, I need you to boot up your holo array. I’m sending you the coordinates to the rendezvous and I want to get a look at your systems, all right?” 

Selena’s tone is gentle, but commanding. The unquestionably steady tether Demya needs right now, after that fall. Demya does as Selena asks and her holo flickers across her vision, not completely repaired yet by her nanotech. Despite the damage, coordinates populate just over the horizon to the north. Inland, toward the Obcasus estate. Toward Aleksan.

“I’ve got the coordinates,” Demya rasps. As she walks up the beach and into the bone white trees with their silver leaves, she takes a long draw from her canteen. “My tech-based systems are still mostly down, but are you getting readings from your sigils?” 

“We don’t have a visual connection and I can’t read your vitals,” Selena says. “But don’t worry about reconnecting those for now. Save your strength and the magic I gave you for an emergency. The sigils for your audio comms and your GPS location are working perfectly, and that’s all we need for now. But, more importantly, we can talk about all this later. You need to find a place to rest, Demya. Your armor needs another two or three hours to complete repairs. The healing sigils I gave you need time to mend you, too.” 

As Demya walks through the blue shadows beneath the trees, Selena’s stealth spells mute her footsteps and bend the shadows and light to hide Demya from sight. Endurance and restoration spells alleviate her exhaustion and soothe her aching muscles. Despite the magic working to heal her, she knows Selena is right, that she could use an hour or more to catch her breath. 

But Demya also knows she does not have time. 

Not while Aleksan waits for her. 

“We can’t bring you and the starship down through those rings, Selena,” Demya says. “The faster I get to the estate, the faster I find Aleksan, and the faster he and I find a ride off this moon and get back to you.” 

What Demya doesn’t say is that she’s afraid that if she stops, she won’t be able to get back up without at least three days sleep. That every muscle in her body still quivers from the adrenaline and the lightning. That her heart still stutters unevenly if she thinks about that fall through the clouds. That she is so close now to finding Aleksan, to bringing him home, that she refuses to let anything stop her. When Selena does not protest further or try to stop her, Demya takes her silence for acceptance and continues on her path toward the estate. 
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Every few kilometers, Demya pauses to check on her armor’s nanotech repairs and to allow Selena to run a diagnostic scan of her physical health through the healing sigils. With each stop, Selena’s voice drifts through their sigil connection like a psalm. She provides a summary of her findings from the starship’s scans of the moon and updates Demya’s route with warnings about steep ravines and streams that might be too swift and swollen with Lillium’s autumn rains to safely cross alone. Once her armor cools from her orbital drop, Demya shivers in the cold, her breath frosting before her face. To ward away the autumn chill, Demya draws a warming sigil on either side of her heart. Within a few minutes, heat sinks down through her armor, thawing the ice in her blood and warming her bones.

About ten kilometers inland and two hours since her moonfall, Demya pauses to rest and refill her canteen at a deep, clear stream. She loops the canteen’s strap back into her belt, splashes her face with cold water and then lowers herself down to drink directly from the flow. When Demya leans back on her knees, her hair drips with sun-bright droplets. Before she goes back for a second drink, the wind shifts and Demya’s hackles stand on end. On instinct, she draws her spatha blade, and drops into a low crouch. Selena’s sigils mute every sound she makes and Demya narrows her eyes, surveying the landscape for any threat. 

But instead of danger, something else tugs at her instincts. 

A memory, pulling her mind to the north, toward the Obcasus estate. 

The wind shifts again and Demya catches a familiar scent.

Whenever Selena uses her magic, the scent of it clings to Demya’s thoughts for hours after. Rain and warm soil and sunflowers. And this scent is just as unique, just as unmistakable. 

Leather and gunpower, fresh green grass, and citrus. 

Aleksan’s magic.

If she closes her eyes, Demya can almost feel his hand between her shoulders, warm and calloused and reassuring. But she has no more need of his ghost. He lives, here on this moon with her, breathing this same breeze. Demya knows this just as certainly as she knows that her love for Selena will never end. 

Demya sheathes her spatha and crouches down beside the stream. Carefully, she brushes aside the leaves and stray pebbles and rich black loam that covers the ground around her. Just a few feet further north along the stream’s edge, Demya finds what she’s looking for. There, tucked beneath the twisted roots of a tree, Demya sees a flat grey stone painted with a glowing sigil in Aleksan’s style. 

A defensive sigil ward. 

Demya raises her hand in the air just above the stone. Energy flows warm against her palm, promising a heart-stopping jolt of magical power if she attempts to force her way through the invisible barrier. More than anything, Demya wishes that she could share a visual comm link with Selena at this moment, so that Selena could see this proof of Aleksan’s presence for herself. 

“He’s here, Selena,” Demya says. “He’s used his magic to mark the world, to raise a shield barrier. And he’s alive. His sigils are still active.” 

The sigils on Demya’s armor surge with light, with Selena’s joy, and Demya laughs. Her throat is still raw, and she still aches, but Selena’s elation sparks something warm and unfamiliar in her chest. 

Something fragile and important she’s almost forgotten how to feel. 

Something like hope.
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With Aleksan’s shield still humming subtly over the sigil painted on the stone, Demya pulls a small blade from her boot. She nicks her thumb and then draws her own personal sigil along her palm in blood. When she holds up her hand again to Aleksan’s shield, the barrier opens for her in a rush of dew and cool wind. The morning light bends around the breach and the shield ripples in glittering waves across the landscape to Demya’s right and left. Dozens of sigils appear in the distance in both directions, drawn on scattered stones and carved into bone white trees, all arrayed in a golden line of light through the forest. 

Demya shakes her head, laughing through a sudden rush of wonder. Of course Aleksan would expect her to drop from orbit and leave Selena in the relative safety of their starship. Of course he remembered her personal sigil and crafted his wards to allow her safe passage. 

His shields don’t give Demya a complete picture of the situation on this moon, but they tell her that it may not be as dire as she feared. Laying down shields like this required time and effort and focus. Time and effort and focus Aleksan wouldn’t have if he was wounded or hounded across this moon by Imperial deathstalkers. 

So, with Selena guiding her, Demya continues toward the estate, a spatha blade in one hand and her sigil glowing against her palm in the other. With every kilometer, she finds another shield, each nested within the one before, ringing the rendezvous point in concentric circles. And with every gentle passage and rush of wind and glittering dew, with every memory of Aleksan and the scent of his magic, Demya’s throat tightens with unshed tears. 

For seven years, no one has showed this much care for her and Selena. The realization that someone else exists in the vast sprawl of the stars—someone who wrote her name in his wards, who laid down these elaborate and intricate sigil shields with his own blood, all to protect her and Selena—is almost unbelievable. Like a dream, or a fairytale. But, Demya is not surprised at the blood Aleksan spilled to make this possible. Not when she remembers who he has always been and what he has always been willing to do for her and Selena. 
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In the summer of Demya’s nineteenth year, when they were still knight cadets on Salus Sermo, she and Aleksan were assigned to complete a training exercise together. For the exercise, Aleksan convinced their squad leader to match them with a specific trio of cadets. At the time, Demya couldn’t make sense of his request. Just a few weeks earlier, at the Winter Solstice gala, those same three cadets had drunkenly joked about wanting to bed Selena. They’d caused an ugly scene when she refused every dance they offered that night, and Demya knew Aleksan had not let it go.

Still, he insisted to their squad leader that he and Demya would be honored to work with them. So, their squad leader agreed and handed over the brief for the exercise. Their goal was simple enough. Their team was charged with taking a well-defended position held by another cadet team in the mountains north of the Citadel. Each team was armed with rifles and a half dozen grenades, all loaded with neon paint and inscribed with light and concussion sigils. Armaments designed to incapacitate without causing real harm. 

Their team held an easy advantage, with Demya and Aleksan’s knowledge of the terrain. Every spring, they walked those mountains with Selena to get away from the sprawl of the Citadel and watch the seasonal meteor showers in the high meadows. So, within a few hours, Demya and Aleksan’s team made short work of their opponents’ defenses and advanced on their final position to claim victory. 

In the final salvo, Aleksan raised a shield barrier around their team in preparation for their final charge. But as the three cadets stood to hurl their last paint grenades, Demya saw Aleksan draw a final sigil at the end of his spell. Until that point, the shield was permeable only from their side, allowing their paint rounds and grenades to pass through while blocking their opponents’ incoming fire. But with that final sigil, Aleksan flipped the polarity of their shield. Instead of passing through, the trio’s grenades slammed against the shield and ricocheted back on their team, exploding in a torrent of neon blue paint and light and concussive force.

Two of the cadets were treated for minor injuries, but the third was evacuated off the field, screaming and bloodied and blinded by paint. Demya and Aleksan, protected by a second shield he’d drawn for them at the last instant, suffered only paint splatters.

When they returned to Selena’s dorm that night, still covered in paint, their Librarian had raged at Aleksan for more than an hour. Even if no one else knew what Aleksan had done, she and Demya did. But when Aleksan pulled Selena into a kiss and left neon handprints down her white nightgown, he helped her forget her anger long enough to pull her into bed.

A week later, the trio cornered Aleksan at the barracks and beat him bloody. When Demya healed him later, drawing sigils up and down his back and across his face, he only smiled through broken lips and shrugged off the pain. The trio couldn’t prove that he was the one who changed the shield’s polarity. They were disciplined for ambushing him in the barracks and before the end of the season, all three washed out of the Citadel’s knight training program. According to Aleksan, the field exercise never mattered. The only victory he sought that day in the mountains was the end of their careers at the Citadel.
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Beneath Lillium’s pastel skies, Demya crests a low ridge and gives herself a moment to take in the vista below her. In a wide valley, cradled between black mountains to both the east and west, House Obcasus’s estate sprawls out in overgrown splendor. The crumbling ruin of the mansion itself rises up along the western bank of a wide, slow river that flows south, toward the sea, through meadows of silver grass.

“I’ve got a visual on the mansion,” Demya murmurs. “Are you picking anything up on the scans? Any other ships or heavy armaments or active sigil magic, besides Aleksan’s shields?” 

“I’ve been scanning the area for the last hour as you approached,” Selena replies. Her voice comes through the comms in a near whisper and Demya almost smiles. There’s no need for quiet on Selena’s end. Only Demya’s side of their conversation would be audible to anyone listening. Selena says, “Nothing shows on our scans. Just be cautious when you approach. There’s more open ground than I like between you and that mansion, Dem.” 

Demya grunts in agreement and carefully picks her way down the ridge to the valley floor. There, she locates a breach in the white stone walls that circle the estate and divide the grounds. As she crosses over, a few of the sigils on her armor flicker weakly.

“Demya, what’s happening?” Selena cries, but her voice comes through as if from a great distance, faint and muffled, no longer just a cautious whisper. “Your vital signs are dropping! And I can’t locate your position!” 

“I’m all right, but I can barely hear you. There must be a sigil ward along the estate’s boundary line that’s causing some magical interference,” Demya says. She walks a few steps further from the wall. “The sigils on my armor are growing fainter with every step I take toward the mansion.”

“I don’t like this, Dem.” 

“I don’t either,” Demya says. “But we don’t have time for me to locate the sigils causing the interference. And even if I find them, I’m not sure I could break them.” 

“What do you want to do?” 

“There’s not really a choice,” Demya says. “I have to find Aleksan. The mansion is still a kilometer or so out, so I’ll probably lose you on the comms before I arrive. If I’m not back in contact with you by dawn tomorrow, I want you to take our starship and get to Acadia Nova. I saved the coordinates in the ship’s log a few weeks back. In the bottom of my locker in the armory, you’ll find a white birch box with a few thousand golden drachma coins. They’re untraceable and the Caedes Empire—” 

“Stop,” Selena chokes out. “Stop talking like that.”

Demya goes quiet, but she makes no apology. Aleksan is alive, but she has no idea what waits for her in that mansion. Selena needs to know where she can safely go to ground and where Demya stored the funds she’ll need to survive if Demya and Aleksan do not return to her.

“I’ll stay with you until we lose the connection,” Selena says after a tense stretch of silence. Her voice trembles with tears, but she pushes on. “And I’ll be here when you and Aleksan break whatever sigil ward is interfering with my magic. And then we will make a plan to bring you both home.” 

Demya makes no response, because there’s nothing to say. She and Selena both know that bringing the starship down to the moon is out of the question, at least while those sigil ring defenses are active. And Selena staying in orbit indefinitely if she does not hear back from Demya by tomorrow’s dawn is just as untenable. If something goes wrong, if Selena finds herself alone, they both know the choice she will be forced to make. No argument will change that. So, instead of giving voice to the worst possibility they may face, Demya continues toward the mansion in silence. 

Still, even with so much left unsaid between them, even with so much fear and uncertainty ahead, even as the comms sigil dims more and more with every step forward, Demya is grateful for the soft hush of Selena’s breath in her ear. In this ghost-pale world, caught in autumn’s coldest days, her Librarian’s presence creates a much-needed connection back to everything that matters. And in this strange landscape, Demya is also grateful for Selena’s stealth and shielding sigils, still burning bright across her armor. Together, they mask her presence and mute every footfall. Even so, Demya sheathes her spatha and draws her rifle from the magnetic field between her shoulders. A ranged weapon provides her with more time to think, more time to brace before her enemies slip within reach of her blade. 

Cautiously, Demya crosses fields cratered from the orbital bombardment and through orchards, charred from starfire and growing wild now, twisted from the magic. Once perfectly-groomed gardens spill over their walls, unruly and unconcerned with the aesthetic tastes of their former masters. Debris from the moon’s broken heart hovers just above the horizon, in the northwest and the southeast. A spectral reminder of the war and the destruction of House Obcasus.

The mansion itself—white stone and steel and wide glass windows—is overgrown with crawling ivy and moss. Silver-winged swallows nest in the eaves and slender white trees grow up through the broken beams of the roofline. Heavy blue flowers, fragrant and sweet and spilling through the broken windows, bob drowsily in the breeze. As Demya climbs over the low innermost garden wall, the last of Selena’s sigils go out and the soft sound of her breathing disappears completely. Demya swallows hard, shocked at the sudden the absence of her Librarian. But Demya never has the chance to act on her instincts to climb back over the wall and confirm that Selena is still there, safe in orbit high above. 

Because there, striding toward her through the ruins, is Aleksan.

Alive and entirely whole and breathing, here with her.

Demya saw his flickering image in his holo message, but nothing prepares her for this. For seeing him with her own eyes. He wears a knight’s armor, dented and scarred. Time and sunlight have bleached his black underarmor to a dull grey. But the spatha at his hip and the rifle in his hands, pointed carefully away from her, are both perfectly maintained. 

He moves with a grown man’s grace now, broad-shouldered and strong. But there in the tilt of his head and in his blue eyes, crinkled with crow’s feet now, she finds the boy she loved. And when Aleksan stops, just out of her reach, he stares at her like she’s something impossible. Like she’s a miracle.

“Demya,” he breathes. 

The sound of Aleksan’s voice, the sound of her name in his mouth, is enough to break Demya’s heart with happiness. She resists the urge to step closer, to breathe in the scent of him, to run her hands through his hair and marvel at how he has become, in so many small ways, a stranger.

“We aren’t safe here,” Demya says instead. “This moon and the signal you found here is likely a trap. Selena is waiting in orbit and we need to leave. Where is your ship?”

“You’re not wrong about Lillium being a trap,” Aleksan says. “I got my comms up and working this morning just as you tripped the sigil wards at the estate’s outer wall. I ran a check on the aechor gate and decrypted a message from an Imperial troop transport. They’re due to arrive here with a deathstalker squad within four days. We need to be gone well before then.” 

“Gods,” Demya swears. “We need to get your ship and we need to go. Now, Aleksan.” 

“I know,” he replies. “I know. But first, there’s something you need to see.”

He drops his rifle into the magnetic field between his shoulders and turns back toward the mansion. Without warning, the sight of Aleksan walking away from her hits Demya so viscerally that she can’t catch her breath around the pain. She almost reaches for him, desperate to keep him in her sight. But just at the mansion’s threshold, he turns and holds out his hand to her. 

Demya knows they are in danger. 

She knows that she may have triggered some warning system on Lillium when her fall activated the sigil ring defenses. She knows that an Imperial deathstalker squad is hurtling toward them along the Way-Between-Worlds. But when Demya meets Aleksan’s gaze, when she lays her hand in his and feels the warmth of his calloused fingers and the steady rhythm of his pulse, she does not care. All that matters is that, by some god’s grace or by the last fractured piece of their luck, they have found each other again, even after the end of their world. 

Tears spill down Demya’s cheeks and Aleksan smiles that crooked smile she always loved so much. He steps close and bows his head against hers and wipes her tears. They stand together for a long moment, the quiet wrapping around them and holding all the words they don’t yet have the time to say.
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When Aleksan steps over the threshold into the mansion, Demya follows. Together they walk across dust-covered granite floors and through rooms completely overtaken by curling vines. Blooming flowers glow phosphorescent blue and pink in the shadows. Their perfume hangs delicately on the air and the scent of water and green life fills each hall. Beneath the coating of grim and dirt, beneath the moss and scattered leaves, Demya catches glimpses of neglected decadence. Tarnished silver vases and peeling silk wallpapers and moldering furniture, carved from rare woods and upholstered in lush brocades. Crumbling sculptures and toppled pillars and ornate rugs, eaten through by luminous purple moths. 

Their footsteps echo through the corridors and Demya glances down at the darkened sigils on her armor, longing suddenly for Selena’s voice, to tell her that Aleksan is safe, that they will be together again soon. But before she can ask Aleksan what he might know about the interference with Selena’s magic, they arrive at a wide chamber at the end of a long, opulent corridor. 

At the top of the short flight of steps that leads down into the space, Demya stops short in shock. The chamber’s western wall has completely collapsed, the stones scorched with starfire and magical residue and the garden outside has spread its moss and tendril vines into the space. Enormous chunks of the chamber’s domed ceiling lie broken across the floor and the morning sun falls through the arch beams. On the far northern wall Demya sees a mosaic crafted from thousands of crimson and gold and white tiles, arranged as a brilliant sunrise. And there at the sun’s heart lies an enormous marble basin carved into the floor and brimming with golden light. 

A data pool. 

And not just any data pool, Demya realizes as she steps closer. 

A Librarian’s sanctum. 

The sigils glittering across the surface confirm that much. The pool glows bright and warm with data that only a Librarian could have carried here. Data that only a Librarian can now safely withdraw. An Imperial data reaver might try, but even if they succeeded, they would burn out their magic and their minds, losing their sanity in seconds. 

Demya crouches down beside the pool and gazes down into its sunshine depths. She hasn’t seen an active sanctum since the fall of Salus Sermo. When she breathes in the heat of it—the honeysuckle and rain-in-summer smell of it—the memories tied to that scent almost overwhelm her. Demya should have knelt by a pool like this in the First Sanctum to take her oaths as a knight to Selena. She should have spent her life defending sanctums just like this, filled with the living memories of billions of people. Invaluable, sacred troves of knowledge and experience. 

Demya knows the Library is gone and she knows that the life she should have had as a knight is lost. She knows that any dream of returning to that life ends only in death. But despite all that, Demya also knows that she cannot live with herself if she abandons this sanctum pool for any Imperial data reaver to harvest or destroy. And she knows that Selena would never forgive her if she did.

Selena was never anointed as a Librarian and she never claimed her crimson cloak, but she has all the skill to summon the light in this pool down into her blood. To carry it to safety in their starship’s data pool. If Demya could do it herself without going mad, she would without hesitation. But only Selena can do this. And that means that Demya and Aleksan will need to bring Selena down to the estate. Down through Lillium’s sigil ring defenses. Down into this trap, with an Imperial deathstalker squad just days away.

Demya swears.

“It gets worse,” Aleksan says. “Lillium’s ring defenses did major damage to my ship when I made the descent to land. Right now, without your starship, we have no way off this moon. No matter what we decide to do about the sanctum pool, we have to bring her down through the ring defenses and provide a sigil shield strong enough to protect her.” 

“Wait,” Demya says. “What do we have to decide about the sanctum pool? There’s nothing to decide. We can’t leave it here. You and I both know that.” 

“What you and I both know is that the Library is gone,” Aleksan says. “We know there is no path back to that life that doesn’t end in all of our deaths. You and I don’t have the magic or the spell-skill to break the sanctum itself. But we can bring this mansion down on top of it. There will be no sign it was ever here and Selena never has to know.” 

“What?! Why would we do that?” 

“I know you’ve seen the executions of Librarians and their knights on the social feeds, Dem,” Aleksan says. “If Selena takes this pool and she follows whatever clues she finds in it, you know where that leads.”

“You want to lie to her?” 

“I want to protect her,” Aleksan says. “If I know Selena, she’s spent the last seven years looking for other Librarians. Hoping and hoping and hoping that she might find some hint of a Librarian resistance. Some whisper of a secret Librarian enclave, plotting and planning the Citadel’s triumphant return. This sanctum will only feed into that fairytale.” 

“You want to talk about hope?” Demya snaps. “You already gave her hope when you said you intercepted a genuine Librarian signal coming from this moon. She’s been researching it since we left Dedechae to find you.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Aleksan says. “Without this sanctum, that signal leads to a dead end. Without this sanctum, we can offer Selena another path. A path to a quiet, little Periphery world where we can catch our breath and make a real plan for the future.” 

“If you didn’t want Selena following clues that could lead her back to the Library, why would you even mention that signal?” Demya says. “Finding a dead end here will crush her, Aleksan!” 

“Because I didn’t know if she would come if I didn’t give her a good reason!” Aleksan shouts, throwing up his hands. “But I knew even if you had reservations, even if you feared it was a trap, Selena would never pass up the chance to investigate a clue like that. I found your frequency in that beacon and I couldn’t take a chance that you wouldn’t agree to the rendezvous. I had one chance to find you, and I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you again and —!”

Demya stands from where she crouches at the edge of sanctum pool and Aleksan steps back toward the stairs, as if he expected her to draw her blade in fury. But Demya only crosses the space between them and takes his face in her hands. Aleksan stares down at her in shock, his eyes wide with surprise. 

Tenderly, Demya traces the familiar line of his jaw and the scars there. They are all so strange and new to her, but white with age and probably all too memorable for him. What must he have witnessed at the fall of Salus Sermo? And what must he have suffered in all the years since? What could have happened that he would ever believe that Demya and Selena could receive his message and refuse to come for him? That they would ever hesitate to bring him home? Demya shivers to imagine him lying awake beneath cold, distant stars, searching all the thousand worlds of the ancient Sacristae Republic for her and Selena. So terribly alone, for so terribly long.

“We tell Selena the truth about the sanctum,” Demya murmurs. Aleksan’s expression softens and he ducks his head, as if ashamed. Demya smiles up at him, brushing his hair back from his face. “Whatever path Selena takes, to whatever end, we will be her sword and her shield. We might never swear as her knights, Aleksan, but the three of us will be together. Just like we always dreamed.”

Aleksan takes her hands in his, gently running his thumbs across her calloused palms. He nods then, in agreement. At the top of the stairs, just inside the doorway, Aleksan releases her hand and kneels to brushes aside a fall of moss and leaves. Beneath, Demya sees a series of sigils, woven together in a complicated design. 

“The interference you’ve experienced with Selena’s magic is my fault,” he says. “The second I saw the sigils on your armor out in the gardens, I knew my wards had cut off your comms with her. I didn’t want any Imperial getting a read on this room until you arrived, and we decided what to do. Every shield you passed through is tied to this master spell, so I can lift the interference ward from here easily enough. You’ll just need to reactivate her sigils to speak with her.” 

Shame and contrition mark every line of his face and every word out of his mouth. Demya still can’t understand what he must have suffered in all their years apart that could convince him to lie to Selena, or to abandon a sanctum as precious as this. And Demya knows that he’ll never put his apology into words. 

But lifting the interference ward is the only thing he can offer now to atone for his mistake. He had never been interested in words when action would suffice. And so, Aleksan pricks his finger with a knife he pulls from his boot and makes a few quick changes to the master spell. Demya smells his magic on the air—citrus and leather, gunpowder and green grass—there and then gone again on the breeze sighing through the sanctum chamber’s western wall. 

“You’ll just need to reignite your sigils now,” Aleksan says, standing from the master spell. “The interference ward should be lifted.” 

With a world-weariness Demya has never seen on him, Aleksan slumps down on the top step by the doorway, his elbows on his knees. Demya feels the heat of the pool at her back and meets his gaze. They both know this is her last chance to change her mind. To walk out of this chamber and never tell Selena about the sanctum behind her. Once Demya reignites her armor’s sigils and turns to face the pool, Selena will see the sanctum and their path will be set. 

But Demya only smiles at the thought. 

The moment Aleksan found the Librarian signal emanating from this moon, the trap was sprung. Once he heard the signal, he knew it was his best chance of finding his way back to Selena and Demya, and so he sent his message. And once they received his message, nothing could stop them from coming for him. Just like nothing could stop Demya from telling Selena the truth. Just like nothing would stop Selena, once she saw the sanctum through Demya’s eyes, from coming down to Lillium to collect this fragment of their homeworld. This moment, with Demya and Aleksan in this chamber, was written weeks ago. Just as preordained as the decision Demya knows she will make next. 

Demya pulls one of the glass orbs, bright with Selena’s magic, from the pouch at her belt. She cracks it open in her palm and redraws the sigil over her heart. As the magic spreads, bright and fierce, the comms and GPS sigils reconnect first.

“Selena?” Demya says and Aleksan closes his eyes, as if that name spoken aloud is a blessing. Demya redraws the sigil for her vital signs, her armor humming with power as each system reconnects with Selena on the starship. “I’m with Aleksan. We’re all right. Can you hear me?” 

“Demya?” Selena asks. Her voice comes through strong and clear, but frayed with worry. “I’m picking up your vital signs again through the healing sigils. Your heart rate is wild. What’s happening?”

Aleksan’s gaze lingers on Selena’s sigils, gleaming with the cadence of her voice. He can’t hear her, but Demya sees the longing in his face, like a man crawling out of the cold to a warm hearth fire. 

Carefully, Demya reconnects and redraws the remaining sigils damaged by Lillium’s ring defenses or forced dark by Aleksan’s interference wards. Finally, Demya redraws the visual sigil that will allow Selena to see this space through Demya’s eyes. 

But when the sigil reconnects with Selena’s systems on the starship, Demya does not turn immediately to the sanctum. Instead, she looks up at Aleksan. A heartbeat later, she hears Selena gasp. Demya knows it’s not the same for Selena as seeing him with her own eyes, but this is the only gift that Demya can give her at the moment. 

The sigils on Demya’s armor shimmer and spark, and Aleksan realizes only then what Demya has done. He stands slowly from his seat at the top of the stairs and Demya sees everything he wants to say to Selena in his face. When he looks at her, there before that sanctum pool, Demya knows he sees Selena. For a long moment, Demya lets their Librarian take in the impossible sight of him, to experience that same overwhelming joy Demya found in the garden when she first saw him. 

But then, Aleksan’s gaze shifts to the sanctum and Demya knows the moment has come. 

At the moment Demya turns and Selena sees the sanctum pool through her eyes, the comms line between them goes completely silent. Selena’s shock comes through immediately, trembling in the sigils on Demya’s armor. Instead of trying to comfort her or offer some explanation, Demya gives Selena the space she needs to sort the whirlwind of her thoughts. 

Over the next quarter of an hour, Demya quietly walks the width and length of the chamber to give Selena an idea of the space and to provide a view of the sanctum and the sigils drifting across its surface. Finally, after Demya has paced the room for the fifth time, the sigils on her armor burn hot and she hears Selena swear.
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NOVEMBER 30, 2020




Thank you so much for reading this first episode of my serial novel. I sincerely hope you enjoyed it. If you want to share your love and show your support, please leave a review at Amazon and/or Goodreads! Your reviews can help other readers find my work and fall in love with the worlds I’m creating.




Also, the pre-orders for In the Light of a Broken Moon: Episode Two are now open! You can pre-order here. 




Episode Two releases on November 30, 2020, but while you wait, you can read more short fiction about Demya, Selena and Aleksan when you sign up for my newsletter.
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____________________________________________________________________________




Bri Spicer is an adult science fiction and fantasy author currently working on her debut science fantasy novel, In the Light of a Broken Moon, which will be serialized and released throughout October 2020 – December 2020. Her work explores romance and wonder in a star-spanning civilization where planetary systems are linked by magical sigil-warded transportation gates.




In her stories, opulent royal houses, cut-throat mega-corporations, fractured empires, upstart republics, and vicious crime syndicates vie for power and influence across a thousand worlds. Oracles, patronized by the great powers, peer into the future for profit, and starmages carve out the hearts of living stars to meet the unending demand for fuel and raw materials for war.




Against these forces, magic-wielding warrior Librarians, the black-armored knights who love them, and their allies strive to protect the powerless, to preserve all knowledge and learning, and to provide a path to a better world.




Looking for more? Check out Bri’s website and sign up for her newsletter for updates, exclusives, writing resources, reading recommendations, and more!




www.brispicer.com | www.facebook.com/brispicerauthor  | www,instagram.com/brispicerwrites | www.twitter.com/brispicerwrites
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Bringing a book into the world is no solitary venture. Artists might like to think of themselves as isolated geniuses, sequestered in a leaking attic, toiling away into the dark hours of the night and crafting a once-in-a-millennia masterwork from blood, sweat, and tears. But, that seems miserable, ill-advised, and likely only to produce a stunted work and regretable respiratory issues.




So, I'd like to make some space here at the end of my debut serial novel to thank the tiny village of brilliant humans who helped make this book possible. Some gave me the immense focus of their editorial and emotional intellects. Others drew my characters, designed this book, or brought my vision to life in other ways. Still more encouraged me and cajoled me and comforted me through my worst moments of self-doubt and frustration and exhaustion.
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Mae, four years ago, you agreed to read the very earliest drafts of my stories set in this Librarian-and-knight universe. Your encouraging emails and your notes gave me the courage to believe in my work after a five-year crawl through the coldest, darkest, most creatively barren valleys of self-doubt. Without your friendship and your enthusiasm, I would never have found my way to this story or to all the myriad stories I will write in the future. Thank you for helping me find my words again.




Erin, after more than a decade of friendship I know that I would not be the writer or the person I am now if I did not know you. Your absolutely unshakeable faith in me and my work has been a constant, steady guide through so many storms. Your notes are so often filled with the exact encouragement I need, with piercing and insightful critique, and with an unsurpassed emotional understanding of the stories I’m trying to tell. Your friendship is a livewire that pours energy into my work and my life and I cannot thank you enough for being so brilliant. 




Tracie, I will always appreciate the beautifully brutal bluntness you bring to your critiques. Instead of hedging your words, or attempting to spare my feelings, you pull out your knife and carve right through my story’s carotid. You point, with incredible precision, at the corpse of my scenes and you provide a full autopsy of everything that isn’t working. You detail what will—without question—kill my scene, my chapter, my entire book if I do not address the errors you’ve identified. You don’t help me mop up all the heartsblood after, and I will always love you for that. You know I can do better as a writer and you give me the space to do that work. Thank you for being one of the most badass, professional, delightfully intimidating, puntastic, compassionate humans I have the incredible honor to know 




Amanda, every writer would count themselves lucky to find a reader and a friend and confidant like you. I will be forever grateful for the fact that you never once flinched away from telling me when my writing fell short of the standard you know I set for myself. Your desire to tell me the truth about my work, to see me be the best writer I could be, and your wild fangirl support of every iteration of this project have meant everything. Thank you for your love, your friendship, your willingness to enjoy my stupid shitposts about my characters, and your faith in my work.




Cat, you always know just what to say to help me make my scenes stronger, my characters more human, my worlds more vibrant and lived-in and real. I am envious, in the very best way, of your innate and wildly inventive ability to craft world after world after world. The fact that you bring that skill to bear on my work and that you help me grow and become a better writer will always knock the breath right out of me. You are the best sister a girl could ask for, and your presence is a grace in my life. 




Jeanette, Bethany, and Meleah, ya’ll were there when I was overwhelmed, or stressed, or convinced that I was in over my head. I always knew you were available to chat, to pull me out of my personal whirlwind, to send me stupid memes, and to catch me up on Real Life for a bit. I know I disappear from chat for a bit when I’m drafting and editing, but thank you for always being there when I return.




GRR, I don’t know that anyone has taught me more about forgiveness or kindness or grace than you. Somehow, you navigate the world and still manage to find beauty in it, even when it is so vicious and so sharp-edged and so cruel. I always hope that I can do the same, and I try to extend that same sort of strength and hope and kindness and grace into the characters I write and the worlds they try so hard to build together. Thank you for always reaching for gentleness and understanding and for the friendship you’ve never hesitated to offer me.




@nemkruger and @kataraqui, the art you created for my characters was so inspiring and so beautiful. I can’t thank you enough for bringing Demya and Selena and Aleksan to life. More than once, when I was caught in editing hell, your art, pinned up on my whiteboard in my office, reminded me that I couldn’t give up, that I had to meet my deadlines. Thank you, so much, for that.




Nikki, you were the first person outside my immediate circle of critique partners and readers that I told about my idea for In the Light of a Broken Moon. I will never forget that you immediately rushed to support me, that you cheered me on, and that you believed in my writing with your whole entire heart. Every detail of the design work and the covers for these episodes is gorgeous, and I still cannot believe that you created something so impossibly lovely for the story I wanted to tell. Your work is a blessing and a gift. You are brilliant and kind and generous and I cannot tell you how much it means to know you always, always, always have my back. 




To my parents, I can never say enough. You gave me books, and from those books, I found the words to build worlds and to light all the stars between them. From those words, I found my way to myself and a way to talk about everything that matters. And still, you gave me more. 




And, finally, M. Even if I had more words than there are stars in the sky, I still could not craft them into a language intricate enough to contain what you mean to me. It’s like Lyra Silvertongue says, remember? “Every atom of me and every atom of you…We’ll live in birds and flowers and dragonflies and pine trees and in clouds and in those little specks of light you see floating in sunbeams.” You and me. Me and you. Until the edge of doom, and then further still, all the way to hope.
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